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Summary: Adam Cartwright has more difficulties and intrigues to deal 
with along with a few very unexpected but welcome twists to his 
future and life. Along the way, with his family's and his fiancA©e's 
support, he discovers the need to let go of his painful past in order 
to move on with his future wife and, quite possibly, a child in 
desperate need of his help and love. 


1 . Chapter 1 

Hello, friends! This story is the continuation of the 'Smoke Rings In 
The Dark" universe with Adam Cartwright and Evangeline Williams as 
our leading couple. I hope you enjoy this sequel and I look forward 
to reading and responding to all comments on it! This story is much, 
much longer than the former so I beg your indulgence as we go along. 
Thank you for reading, here is Chapter One! 

* = historical character 

** = episodic character 

The patriarch of the Ponderosa frowned as he stepped outside the San 
Erancisco Bank* in Gold Hill,* Nevada. His meeting with the heads of 
the mining outfits had gone fairly well except for one thing. William 
Sharon*, the Nevada agent for the San Erancisco Banking company, had 
expressed private and intense interest in one small mine in 
particular that was, as of yet, untested and unproven. Ben knew that 
Adam had high hopes for Johnny Lightly 's** new enterprise and had 
been working with him for the past few months on the project but, 
what was of such urgent interest as to attract an important man like 
Sharon? Ben slowly trotted down the bank steps and mounted up on 
Buck. As the horse traveled the short distance to Virginia City, Ben 
mulled over what had occurred during the last few years to lead up to 
the present situation. 

Young Johnny's legs had been paralyzed at one point almost four years 
previously while breaking horses for the Cartwrights. The family had 



brought him back to full health before assisting him and his new 
wife, Anne,** in starting up a small ranch next to the Ponderosa. 
Willing to teach the ins-and-outs of ranch matters, Adam had readily 
taken the young wrangler under his experienced wing and recently, 
Johnny had developed the idea of starting a mine on a piece of land 
had just been purchased by himself. 

Adam had told Ben that there was a good chance of there being silver 
in it but further testing had to be done first. Now, Ben wondered if 
there were certain parties who knew more about the venture than his 
son did. The town appeared on the horizon and Ben shook his head to 
dispel his concerns . With the thought that he was going to have to 
talk with Adam as soon as the Ponderosa was eventually reached, Ben 
resolved to first stop by and see how the new charity restaurant 
building was coming along. Maybe then he'd stop at Johnny's ranch 
before heading home... the young man could possibly shed some light on 
the inquiries made by the bank agent. 

j * * * * * j 

Virginia City was bursting at its seams on this sunny, cool Saturday 
in May. Buggies filled with merry picnickers, cowhands dressed up for 
an afternoon on the town, pedestrians trying not to get run over and 
businessmen attempting to go about their duties; they all filled the 
streets to capacity and were a source of excitement to the young 
woman standing outside of a newly-constructed building. She craved 
the energy exuded from the town and today even more so as she admired 
what she had aspired to create. The large two-story structure stood 
proudly upon the ashes of The King's Palace, a saloon that had been 
burned to the ground by a madman three weeks before. 

Evangeline Williams smiled as she thought on the purpose for this new 
establishment and how different it was from the one run by Thomas 
Gaynes, the now-deceased business partner of her father. During 
Gaynes ' colorful escapades of those three weeks before, he had 
orchestrated an elaborate kidnapping plot against Evangeline, Joe 
Cartwright had been severely beaten and the scheming man had also 
been the ultimate cause of her fiancA©, Adam Cartwright, being 
rifle-shot and then bed-ridden for quite some time. With herself 
escaping, Gaynes being killed by his own bartender and Adam on the 
mend, all had gradually solved itself in time. 

Now though, Evangeline couldn't help but still feel some indignation 
at all she, her fiancA©'s family and her father had been put through 
for some petty revenge. She thought Thomas Gaynes to be despicable 
and as she gazed on the sign above the door of this new building, she 
felt satisfaction at rebuilding something good from the ashes of his 
life. His death and the death of his saloon would now provide a new 
foundation upon which kindness could flourish. 

A deep, familiar voice from behind broke through her musings. "Good 
day, Evangeline. How is the restaurant business going since the last 
time I saw you?" 

Evangeline turned about and smiled back at Adam's father. "Just fine! 
The workers are finishing up with the inside as we speak. What are 
you doing in town if I may ask?" 


"I've just come from Gold Hill, had some business to take care of. 
Are you still coming out later to talk to Adam?" Ben came to stand 



next to her. 


Her pale-blue eyes took on a shine at the mention of her fiancAO's 
name. "Oh, yes, I just have a few things to take care of and then this 
little endeavor is ready for business! Adam's architectural plans 
have turned out even better than I could have ever imagined." 

Ben's eyes traveled over the new white paint of the false front and 
the painted sign of * *_Margaret ' s Helping Hand_** nailed above the 
door. A soft smile came to his face at the name of Evangeline's 
deceased mother being made part of this house of mercy. "It's looking 
wonderful. When do you open?" 

Evangeline smiled and she wiped her hands on the apron tied around 
her pink dress. "As soon as the supplies that Adam had Hoss order 
arrive from Carson City. Do you want to come in? I could show you 
around . " 

Ben nodded and the two stepped through the white picket fence and 
entered the attractive yet serviceable building. Ben marveled at how 
resourceful his future daughter-in-law was at putting together 
something like this on such short notice. A couple of months 
beforehand, Adam had told him that Evangeline was tired of not being 
able to do anything in town except live in that huge house alone that 
her wealthy father had built for her. So, Adam had suggested thinking 
about a project to keep her busy. With some thought, she had then 
come up with the idea of a service establishment for any and all 
unfortunates in town. If a meal was needed or a bed required for the 
injured or a temporary hospital in the case of an epidemic or a safe 
place for the homeless; "The Helping Hand", as it was coming to be 
called, would be there to provide it. It would also be 
self-sustaining as a small restaurant, giving folks a quiet and 
charming place to sample some good, home-cooked food. 

Evangeline couldn't hide her pride upon Ben's praise of the efficient 
design of the rooms upstairs and the larger rooms for work 
downstairs. Before the crazed attempt on his life, Adam had drawn up 
the plans for the building but she had overseen the workers as they 
carried out those instructions. Using her father's sizable donation, 
she had also overseen the furnishing of it in a homey style. Now, it 
was a cozy sanctuary for all those unable to care for themselves 
without some fellow human kindness. She stood in the middle of the 
sitting area with her hands planted on her hips and turned slowly to 
admire the new windows being put in. 

Ben chuckled when the morning sun highlighted the disheveled brown 
hair under her kerchief. He was more and more thankful every day that 
he had never pushed his eldest to marry sooner because if he himself 
_had_ pressured, a great treasure would have been missed. _She is 
proving herself to be as industrious and as stubborn as Elizabeth was 
too,_ he mused with a distant smile. 

"What has you looking so fond, Ben?" 

Ben smiled at Evangeline. "Just thinking about how much you remind me 
of Adam's mother. She could do anything she set her mind to as 
well . " 

Evangeline blushed at the implied compliment. Ben's approval was 
becoming more and more important to her over the past weeks ever 



since they had bonded while Adam had been ill from his gunshot wound. 
For the four months that she had been courted by Adam Cartwright, his 
father hadn't seemed to approve of her or her wealth or her father's 
wealth. But, in reality and unbeknownst to her, Ben had simply been 
worried that his son was being made a conquest of a spoiled, rich 
girl bent on having her own way. Ben had no problem with any young 
woman his sons took a fancy to just as long as she genuinely 
reciprocated the affections. During the suspense-filled days 
following Adam's dire injury, Ben had come to see the depth of 
Evangeline's true devotion and love for his eldest son. His thoughts 
were broken again by her voice as she moved past him with a swishing 
of skirts upon the dusty floor. 

"Let me show you the kitchens and dining area!" 

Ben followed the excited girl into the next long room, the kitchen. 

He commented that the cook that would be hired would be more than 
happy to have such a nice space to work in. He was surprised when 
Evangeline commented that she definitely would be happy with it. 

She then laughed at his astonished expression. "Don't look at me like 
that! I'll have you know, _Mr . Cartwright_, that I'm a very 
accomplished cook. Hasn't Adam told you? He's rather partial to my 
roast beef sandwiches and strawberry shortcake." 

Having remembered his son's praise, Ben looked sheepish. "I just 
thought since the cook at your house always seems to do 
everything ..." 

"That I can't cook? My father insisted on having a cook to keep the 
burden off myself so I do tend to let her earn her wages whenever 
possible. But, I greatly enjoy preparing food and besides, we'll be 
only serving simple and hearty meals here. She will be helping me 
though if I need it as part of her duties. Oh, I'll show you the 
dining room, follow me!" 

Evangeline led Ben off into a side room that had a door leading to a 
separate sidewalk outside for customers. The red-checkered drapes on 
the sunny windows and the little bell above the door promoted a cozy 
atmosphere in which to dine. There was a large fireplace as well on 
the far wall of the room to keep the chill of winters down to a 
minimum. Candles and arrangements of summer flowers graced the white 
tablecloths. After Ben had finished admiring what she had to show 
him, she invited him to sit at one of the round tables. 

"Ben, I did have a question to ask of you and since you stopped by. 

I'll ask now instead of this afternoon. Adam's birthday is coming up 
soon in about a week and I was wondering what you usually did for 

him. I asked him but he didn't seem to want to talk about it, all I 

could get out of him was the date." 

Ben sighed and lowered his head before looking into Evangeline's 
questioning face. "When he was younger, I made sure that we had some 
kind of celebration but once he came back from college... we haven't 
really acknowledged it since. I suspect that Hoss gives him a gift 
every year and we all usually go out on the town that night but he 
won't allow anything else." 


Evangeline was confused a little. "But why? Why wouldn't he want to 
celebrate? " 



"Didn't he tell you how my first wife died?" 

"He just mentioned that she died when he was a baby but..." 

Evangeline shrugged in an earnest manner. 

"She died in childbirth ... his birth. She survived long enough to see 
him and name him but then ... within a few minutes she was gone." Ben 
lowered his head again to fight the memories of his Elizabeth's hand 
closing the lid of her music box... of her head lulling on the pillow 
and her beautiful eyes closing. 

Evangeline covered his hand with her own. "I see... he didn't tell me 
that...," she gently said. 

Ben stood and went to one of the large windows to gaze out onto the 
crowded street. "He wouldn't. I think he feels that it was his fault 
somehow and he just doesn't want to deal with it. No celebration 
equals no guilt, I suppose, in his mind at least . . . I gave up trying 
to talk him out of it years ago." 

Evangeline sat in silent and pondering thought until interrupted by a 
workman sticking his head into the doorway. He asked where she wanted 
the boxes of kitchen utensils that had arrived and she told him she'd 
be there in a moment. She rose from the table and stepped to Ben's 
side. He was inspecting the new windows and made some comment about 
how he liked the curtain material but Evangeline had begun to learn 
about Ben Cartwright's evasive tactics. 

She got his attention by placing her hand on his left forearm and 
spoke softly but deliberately, "Ben, I'm sorry for all that you have 
suffered and for all that Adam has suffered. But, _it is_ behind you 
both now and he's going to have a wife soon who loves him and wants 
the best for him. I plan on nurturing good in my marriage to your son 
and I want to start with this. So... with your permission, I would 
like to organize a very special dinner at my house next Eriday. Would 
you make sure that he's there? The rest of you are more than welcome 
to come too if you'd like but he absolutely has to come ... Please? 

Will you do it for me, Ben?" 

Ben bit his lip in quick thought then nodded and grinned at the 
little conspiracy between them. "Sure, anything for my favorite 
daughter-in-law. " 

Evangeline graced him with one of her dazzling smiles and kissed his 
cheek before leaving to attend to her responsibilities. Ben left 
through the dining room door and the tinkle of the bell followed him 
down the short sidewalk to his horse. He chuckled at the quiet 
strength of his soon-to-be daughter. As he mounted up and cantered 
out of town towards the Lightly ranch, his thoughts turned to the 
other matter that had worried him not too many minutes before. 


2 . Chapter 2 

Anne Lightly glanced up from her washtub and raised a hand to shade 
her eyes from the sun. When she saw that the approaching rider was 
Ben Cartwright, she called to her husband from the barn. They both 
were waiting with their faces wreathed in smiles when Ben dismounted. 
Anne greeted him warmly and gave him a hug which was a little 



difficult to do in her pregnant condition but she managed it. Johnny 
shook Ben's hand heartily. "What do we owe the pleasure, Ben? Adam's 
okay, isn't he?" 

"Oh, yes, yes, he's just fine although he's getting a little tired of 
being stuck in the house. Hop Sing has just about had to tie him to a 
chair to keep him still." 

"As I know all too well!" Johnny exclaimed with a grin and Ben 
laughed upon remembering the weeks of restless recuperation that the 
lad had suffered at the Ponderosa during his paralysis. Hop Sing had 
been quite adamant with him as well. 

The young couple invited Ben into the house for some refreshments and 
he gladly accepted. After Anne had provided cups of coffee and cake, 
she returned to her washing to allow the menfolk to talk. She had 
sensed an urgency about their friend that unsettled her and she 
wanted to give him time to explain to her husband. After some small 
talk, Ben gradually brought up the matter about which he had come 
calling . 

"Johnny, I attended a meeting in Gold Hill earlier this morning that 
consisted of all the mine owners in the area. It seems that William 
Sharon is working on loaning money to many of them in order to keep 
their operations running but he's already had to foreclose on quite a 
few of them so far." 

"What has that to do with me, Ben?" 

Ben's eyes were troubled. "Sharon wanted to know quite a bit about 
your mine for some reason. I didn't tell him anything other than the 
bare essentials but his earnestness unsettled me. Do you know why 
he'd be so interested in a small mine that no one knows about as of 
yet ? " 

Johnny had turned slightly pale as Ben had talked and now he stood to 
stare out of the window at Anne humming as she scrubbed clothing. Ben 
was more worried than ever for the young man was obviously 
distraught . 

"Johnny? " 

The young man's shoulders drooped as he turned back to the table and 
slapped his thigh in agitation. He plunked down on the wooden chair 
before sighing loudly. "Ben, I made a mistake that I'm not sure how 
to get out of. I know now how foolish it was but at the time it 
seemed too good to resist." 

Ben leaned forward. "What happened, Johnny? You... didn't borrow money 
from Sharon, did you?" 

Ben's cautious expression turned to dismay as Johnny slowly nodded 
and began to speak, "Yes, Ben. About three months back, the mine was 
looking so promising but my funds were running low for the machinery 
and supply expenses. One day when I was in Virginia City, I ran into 
Sharon and he wanted to know how the mine was panning out. He had 
found out about it, I suppose, from the city records. Anyway, I was 
stupid enough to mention my need for money and he offered a contract 
that I was gullible enough to take." 



"What was this contract? Does Adam know about it?" 


"No, he doesn't. The contract stated that the needed money would be 
provided just as long as I paid it back with the mine's gold within 
two months. If I didn't have gold to prove his investment then he 
would ... foreclose on my ranch. I... I told Adam that I had some 
savings set aside for the machinery and he accepted that at my 
word . " 

Ben stood to his feet and paced the floor. "But why! Why lie to him! 
Was it because he would have told you that it was stupid? I surely 
would of ! " 

Johnny sighed again and shifted in his chair uneasily under Ben's 
angry gaze. "Ben, you Cartwrights have been so good to Anne and me, 
especially Adam. . .but, I wanted to do something myself. Without the 
older brother figure looking over my shoulder and giving me advice. I 
guess I wasn't as ready as I thought though. With our first baby 
coming soon, I wanted to get the mine producing as soon as possible 
but then Adam was hurt ... and well, it ... spiraled down from there I 
guess. The last time I was in town, Sharon gave me my first notice of 
foreclosure . " 

"Why haven't you come to us for help if Sharon had begun to hound 
you? Why wait for so long? You know as well as I do, Johnny, that 
you're as close to a son and brother to us as you could get. We would 
have gladly helped you!" 

"Ben, I was fixin' on asking you but... then there was all of the 
ruckus with Gaynes and Adam's girl and then he got shot and... well, I 
didn't want to bother you all but time moved more quickly then I 
could have imagined. Now... I don't know what to do, Ben. Sharon will 
foreclose within the next few weeks if he doesn't see gold." 

They sat in silence before the young rancher stood to once more watch 
his wife busy scrubbing her laundry. This situation was worse than 
anything that Ben could have been worried over and he was 
hard-pressed to think of a ready solution. It pained him more to hear 
the happy notes of Anne's voice outside as she worked. What would 
this do to her if Johnny lost their livelihood that they had worked 
almost four years to build? At four thousand acres, the Running J 
wasn't very big but it was flourishing nonetheless. Even now, Ben 
could hear the sounds of prime cattle lowing in the meadows behind 
the farmhouse and the whinnies of stock horses out in the barn. 

Ben sighed and stood to put his arm around the younger man's 
shoulders. "There is a way out of this, son. We just have to find it. 
Why don't you and Anne come out for dinner tonight? Then, afterwards, 
you and I can talk to Adam together if you wish. Would you like me to 
tell him first?" 

Johnny shook his head minimally. "No, Ben. I got myself into this 
mess and I need to be the one to tell him. I only hope he doesn't 
kill me when he finds out." 

Ben smiled despite the seriousness. "You know Adam, Johnny. He'll be 
upset at first but if any one can find a loop-hole in the contract, 
he can." The older man felt far from genuine humor, however. In fact, 
a bad mood was beginning to surface as he left for home a couple of 
hours later and it didn't bode well for whoever was waiting for him 



at the house. 


j * * * * * j 


Adam yawned and stretched out his good arm to relieve the ache in his 
wrist and fingers from writing all morning and all that afternoon in 
the ledgers. He sank back into his father's desk chair and rubbed his 
eyes. Despite his protests to the contrary, he was still having 
trouble with feeling tired a lot of the time and it irritated him. 

The bullet wound in his left shoulder was nearly healed enough for 
him to return to light work but, at the moment, he didn't know if 
he'd even be able to make it upstairs to bed, let alone sit a horse. 
He pinched his nose in a classic display of frustration and stared 
out at the empty living room. Everyone except Hop Sing was out and he 
was totally alone after what seemed like years of coddling in the 
past weeks. It was nice to relax without someone fussing over him 
every time he grimaced or moved slower than he normally would have. 

He leaned his head back and closed his eyes as he mused over the fact 
that no matter how much he loved his family, they could be a real 
pain in the butt sometimes. A soft chuckle rumbled from his chest at 
the thought. Gradually over the next few minutes, his dark head 
lulled to be propped up by his right hand and sleep stole him to its 
blissful comfort. 

A half hour later. Hop Sing padded into Ben's office with a snack for 
his charge but instead he found Adam sound asleep. Papers were strewn 
in layers about the desk and a lone pencil lay in the valley of an 
open ledger book. The cook smiled fondly; it seemed not so long ago 
when a sixteen year old boy could be found slumped behind the desk 
late at night after having studied his school books to the point of 
exhaustion. How the time had flown... Hop Sing silently returned the 
tray to the kitchen and let the young man continue sleeping in peace. 
Adam never stirred and the house remained quiet except for his soft 
snoring . 


3 . Chapter 3 

_The song is from the "Broken Ballad" episode in Season Three, I 
always loved that little song and thought it perfect for this 
moment . . ._ 

Evangeline admired herself in her bedroom mirror as she readied 
herself for her afternoon date at the Ponderosa. The new dark-green 
dress that she had received from the seamstress that day was 
classically beautiful and its color would delight her fiance, she was 
sure. Its skirt was fuller than most of her other dresses and the 
neckline elegant with accenting lace around the open-neck expanse of 
it. Giddy at the thought of Adam's face when he saw it, she twirled 
and let the layers of material swirl around her legs before she 
grabbed her new bonnet that was adorned with purple and white flowers 
about the rim. She hurriedly tied the lavender ribbon under her chin 
and rushed down the stairs to the stables off the side of the large 
house . 

As the young woman drove the scenic road through the Ponderosa, she 
was beside herself with anticipation. She had been so busy the last 
few days that she hadn't had time to visit her fiancA© but Joe had 
told her the day before that Adam wanted her to come out the next day 
for dinner because he had something to talk with her about. She 



frowned as she remembered how she and Adam had decided together to 
postpone the wedding for a few weeks after he had been hurt and then 
her father had been called back East on urgent business. But she had 
received a telegram from Frank just that day stating that he would be 
there in about a week or so. That meant that the wedding could take 
place anytime after that ... and she couldn't wait for the date that 
they had already set. Three weeks from that very afternoon. She 
wondered what Adam would have to tell her but, at the moment, she 
didn't care; the feeling of his arms around her after their days 
apart would be more than enough once she reached his home. 

In the good spirits that seemed to be a norm now for her as of late, 

Evangeline merrily clucked to the buggy horse and sang a sweet little 
song that she had learned from Adam. If asked, she couldn't say why 

she liked it but the tune was plucky enough to stick in her 

mind . 

"_I was riding in a wagon down a road, _ 

_my true love for to see,_ 

_when out of the woods jumped a big brown bear,_ 

_'Bow wow, ' says he,_ 

_'Not now, ' says me._ 

_I'll keep riding in my wagon down the road,_ 

_I'll keep a rowing out to sea,_ 

_I'll keep a walking on my feet until I find the only one for 
me ._ 

_My own true love, my own true love, the only one for me . . . "_ 

The notes were carried on the wind as the Ponderosa ranch house came 
into view and Evangeline entered the yard. She continued humming to 
herself as she got out of the buggy and collected her binder filled 
with the wedding plans. She knocked on the front door but didn't 
receive a reply so she hesitantly entered and looked around the empty 
room. Seeing no one, she removed her cape and placed it on the 
credenza along with the black binder and then her bonnet. 

The generous material of her skirt rustled as she walked across the 
room to the stairway to listen for any commotion coming from upstairs 
but there was none. She shrugged and turned but then she smiled in 
delight. As quietly as she could considering her betraying dress, she 
came to stand in front of Ben's disarrayed desk and fondly watched 
the man behind it as he slept. Adam seemed to be dead to the world, 
his chest rising and falling in a rhythmic, deep breathing. He sighed 
at one point and a ghostly smile played on his finely-shaped lips as 
if a sweet dream had invaded an average one. 

He looked so handsome and uncommonly serene that Evangeline couldn't 
wait any longer and tip-toed around to stand beside him. Tenderly, 
she placed a hand on his neck and bent down but before she could kiss 
his forehead, she was startled by hands pulling her face into his 
lips. The startled feeling briskly subsided as the warmth of his 
mouth met hers and passion overwhelmed them both. When she pulled 



back, he was grinning and his eyes snapped with mischief. He winked 
and whispered, "I could hear the rustle of that dress from ten miles 
away ..." 

She moved her lips back to his as she whispered just as quietly, "I 
hope your other senses are equally acute, Adam Cartwright..." 

Their lips met and caressed until the gentle kiss deepened and Adam 
had carefully pulled her into his lap. She giggled in her throat but 
was careful to not touch his healing shoulder as he balanced her with 
his good arm and placed his other hand on her waist. She began to 
feel light-headed in his embrace and so pulled back first. She then 
fiddled with his top collar button and smiled with a cheeky air. "So, 
_Mr Cartwright_, what have you been doing today, besides sleeping it 
away and then taking advantage of unsuspecting women?" 

Adam's only answer was to send her shrieking as his fingers tickled 
her waist savagely. She squirmed and screamed while he chuckled at 
his fianceAO's tortured antics. Hop Sing came running out of the 
kitchen to find out what was wrong but upon hearing Number One son's 
laughter and Missy's shrieks, he raised his eyes heavenward and shook 
his head in exasperation. If the cook didn't know better, it was 
Little Joe entertaining a girl and not the responsible oldest son. 

Hop Sing returned to his domain while the couple's hilarity settled 
down in the office. 

Her cheeks red with excitement, Evangeline gave Adam one quick kiss 
before asking breathlessly, "Does this mean that you like my new 
dress then, Mr Cartwright?" 

"You know I do but I like the woman in it . . . a lot more... I missed 
you, darlin'..." he leaned in for another kiss but she coyly averted 
his advance and stood to her feet in one motion. Adam admired her 
grace of carriage as she sat in the wrap-around chair across the desk 
from himself. 

"So, how is your project coming along?" Adam smiled as he tried to 
make sense of all the papers he had been looking through 
earlier . 

Evangeline leaned her elbows on the edge of the desk to watch her 
fiancA©'s busy hands. "It's almost ready to open, I'm just waiting 
for the supplies to arrive." 

Adam responded while putting away documents into his father's safe, 
"They should be there within the next few days. The telegram that 
Hoss brought from town said that the delay wouldn't be more than 
that . " 

"Wonderful, oh, and I got a telegram from my father today. He says 
that he'll be here in about a week or so!" 

Adam chuckled as he placed a few books back in the cabinet. "I know 
it sounds crazy but I missed your father coming around in his 
blustering manner. He rather reminds me of my grandfather when I was 
in Boston for college. Did you tell Erank about the wedding 
date? " 


"Oh, yes, and I've sent the invitations too to everyone we decided 
upon. We have so much to do though, Adam. Three weeks from today is a 



little soon, isn't it?" 


Adam shrugged. "We could move it out again if you'd like but I think 
we can get all of the work done and honeymoon arrangements made. If 
you've already sent the invitations though then I'm afraid we're 
rather locked in." 

Evangeline smirked as she said, "I don't think I could wait any 
longer as it is, handsome. " 

Adam disked at her and wagged his finger. "Now, you watch your 
language, young lady, or I just might have to call Hop Sing to 
chaperone . " 

"You wouldn't dare and besides, I know you feel the same way. I want 
you around all of the time." 

"I'm still not so sure the old tyrant is going to though." 

"Now, Adam, is that anyway for you to talk about your 
father-in-law? " 

"It is when a man is as cantankerous as Frank is. By the way, did the 
plans I drew up for you turn out okay?" 

"Oh, yes! I can't wait for you to see the completed vision, darling, 
it's so beautiful and perfect and just everything I wanted." There 
was a silence and then her tone turned strangely apprehensive, 

"But... I've been thinking and... can I tell you something that may 
surprise you?" 

Smiling, Adam paused in his work, sat down and gently took her hands 
in his. "Always ... what is it?" 

Evangeline seemed to struggle for words and Adam's fingers tightened 
around hers. "What's wrong, my love? Are you... having second thoughts 
about me?" 

Her head snapped up. "Don't you dare even speak of such a thing, Adam 
Cartwright! You know that my heart is only for you. There's no need 
to scare me so, makes me wonder if _you_ are having trouble with 
marrying _me_. " 

Adam rubbed his thumb over her knuckles and gazed into her bright 
eyes. He remembered another time when his father had worried about a 
different fiancA©e's suffocation and old fears arose in him. "I 
just... don't want you to feel as if you are my property. You are free 
to do as you wish, Angie. I will not stand in the way of 


"Adam, please hush and listen to me! You are all I want and you will 
always be. Here's a fresh piece of news for you, mister...! _want_ to 
be your property and don't deny me that pleasure. What I wanted to 
say though was... how would you feel about ... staying in Virginia City 
or near there after we are married?" 

Shocked, Adam was at a loss for words and his face projected that 
emotion vividly. Evangeline wrongly took that as a sign of denial and 
disapproval. "I know that its most likely impossible but The Helping 
Hand is going so well. I _had_ intended on finding someone to look 



after it when we married but . . . I rather like the idea of doing it 
myself. For one of the first times since Momma's death, I feel as if 
I'm being of use, of some real purpose besides a pretty ornament 
around an extravagant house. I..." 

Adam gently interrupted her nervous outpouring of speech, "Darling, 
darling, you don't have to convince me. Over the last weeks of being 
in bed and then stuck in this house, I've been thinking as well and 
that's why I had Joe ask you out here for me. I know that we planned 
on perhaps living in San Francisco but ... Jenkins rather ruined that 
for me when he was going to take you there for goodness knows what 
reason. I've got different ideas anyway about our new life 
together . " 

Adam then leaned forward with something in his eyes that Evangeline 
hadn't seen before in all the months that she had known him. His 
fingers played with her engagement ring as he gazed on the glinting 
diamond. In its crystal colors, he saw the completion of his 
new-found dream. He looked up and gazed into her face. "I want a place 
of our own, Angie. Our own world to live in, to be happy in... to 
raise our children in. I want to have a ranch of our own to do with 
as we see fit. Do you think me petty after all of our talks about 
traveling and seeing the world?" 

It was Evangeline's turn to be stunned. "No, of course not, I would 
never think that... how long have you been pondering this?" 

"A little bit since last summer and then more intensely right before 
you were kidnapped. The morning I was told of your ... death ... I was 
out fixing fence of all things and I realized that . . . I love this land 
of Nevada, Evangeline. I love the blue lake-water and the green 
grass, the winter storms and even the dreadful spring days of mud. 

Eor so long before I met you, all I've wanted was to travel and see 
the world, maybe even join the navy and go to sea ... but ... when Roy 
told me that you had been murdered ... all I could think about was that 
I had wanted to take you to the lake to see the flowers..." 

Adam shut his eyes tightly to quell the rising emotions of that 
stressful time. Evangeline encouraged him to continue by her silent 
placement of her right hand upon the top of his left one. He opened 
his eyes to stare at their intertwined fingers and he continued to 
speak, "I didn't think about taking you to Paris or London or 
Rome... all I wanted was to hold you and watch Lake Tahoe sparkle as 
the sun shined on it . I know it sounds absurd but, in that moment, I 
knew what I truly wanted. I don't know how it will all work but..." 
His voice trailed away and fell silent. 

Her eyes glistening with unshed tears, Evangeline knew that this was 
a memory that she would cherish for all time. Her right hand slipped 
from under his and reached up to run from the back of his soft, black 
hair down to cup his handsome face. He raised his hazel eyes and she 
spoke tenderly, "It's not silly at all... there is plenty to consider 
and figure out but we'll get there. In the meantime, let's just enjoy 
the fact that we are together again and that our dreams are 
shared...! love you. With all my heart, I love you, my darling 
Adam... never doubt that." 

Adam raised a hand to cover the dainty one holding his face and he 
turned his head to tenderly kiss her palm. He stood and stepped 
around the desk to gather her into a hug followed by a gentle kiss. 



She then suggested she make some tea for them both so that they could 
talk with some refreshment. He smiled. "That sounds wonderful, 
sweetheart. I'll just finish up here and join you shortly." 

She smiled back as he released her and his eyes followed her as she 
confidently walked through the big room while calling to Hop Sing. 
Adam shook his head with amusement at hearing the Chinaman's rapid, 
native language firing from the kitchen and Evangeline's quick 
responses in the _same_ language that soon put an end to the cook's 
loud tirade. Chuckling at her spunk, Adam resumed putting the desk to 
rights and the thought then crossed his mind wondering how Hoss and 
Joe were doing up at the east range. He returned the last pencil into 
a drawer just as firm footsteps could be heard approaching the office 
door . 


4 . Chapter 4 

Ben dismounted outside of the Ponderosa barn and handed his horse off 
to a ranch hand walking by. The distinguished rancher was deep in 
troubled thought and anxiety as he walked to his office door by the 
bunkhouse. Slapping his thighs with his hat to dispel the dust from 
his travels, he was so preoccupied that he didn't notice the buggy 
tied to the hitching rail out front. When he entered his office, he 
was greeted by his eldest son at the desk. Ben quickly tried to hide 
his own agitation but Adam had always seemed to be able to read him 
like a book. 

"Pa? What's wrong? Didn't the meeting go well? I thought you'd have 
been home before this." 

Stretching his aching back after being in the saddle most of the day, 
Ben waved off Adam's concern as the two moved into the living area. 
The older man wearily sunk into his red chair while his son got 
comfortable in the straight-backed blue chair. "I stopped by the 
Running J on the way back, that's why I'm late. The meeting went as 
well as we expected it would. The price of silver will be going up by 
the end of the month and we should get an extra profit on our own 
mines since they've been producing better than usual 
lately . " 

"What's the problem then?" 

Ben rubbed his neck to relieve its knots. "I didn't think when 
William Sharon opened the San Francisco Bank in Gold Hill that he'd 
bring so much trouble with him. He's working on all of the mine 
owners to take money from him. If he doesn't see a return on his 
investments, he forecloses on the contracts." 

Adam leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and his chin resting 
on his hands. "Isn't that a good thing though? After all, a lot of 
the mines around here have begun to decline. The owners don't have 
anywhere to turn to for help. At least if Sharon forecloses, he keeps 
the mines open instead them being just useless holes in the 
ground . " 

"_I know that, _but the owners should have worked at forming their 
own co-op like I suggested. Instead, they just keep floundering away 
like dying ducks until vultures like William Sharon come along and 
grab all of their hard work clean away from them!" Ben was irritated 



that his information hadn't met with the commiserating disapproval he 
had expected. 

Adam chuckled at his father's dramatic flair. "Sharon is hardly a 
vulture. Pa. He has brought a lot of progress to Virginia City and I 
suspect more will follow before too long. He's only foreclosed on 
three or four mines so far and those were going under any way. Gallon 
and Minler had already made it well-known that they were going to 
leave Nevada because of the depletion of silver. Their mines were 
near worthless the last time I spoke with them. They wanted to sell 
out or simply drop their efforts." 

"Are you taking Sharon's side now?" 

"No, I'm just looking at the situation from a different point of 
view . " 

Ben glared across the distance at his son. His nerves were frazzled 
after the last weeks and today hadn't gone all that well, for 
worrying reasons unknown to Adam. "Well, I'm not in the mood for your 
'different point of view' ! I know you think that progress is the 
earth and sky but Sharon is nothing but trouble! You mark my words on 
that score, young man!" 

Adam stiffened, unable to believe his ears at the sudden turn in the 
innocent conversation. "What's wrong with you. Pa? I never put 
progress in the way of my family's well-being and I do not presume to 
state that it is 'the earth and sky' either! But, it _has_ kept the 
Ponderosa and quite a few of our friends out of more than one 
financial crisis over the years. Have you forgotten that?" 

"No, I haven't forgotten that but Johnny Lightly is finding little 
use for that progress! He and Anne are coming over here tonight to 
talk to you because that mine you were so anxious to help him with 
might possibly be his undoing!" 

"Pa, I don't understand." 

Ben kicked himself for bringing it up after promising Johnny and it 
added to his own bad mood. "I shouldn't have mentioned it. He'll 
explain it later." 

"Then why bring it up if he wanted to be the one to tell me about his 
problem? " 

Ben gazed at his ruffled son and attempted to diffuse the situation 
but it came out wrong in his irritation. "It just rankles me that I 
spend two full hours hearing about the scourge of Sharon's actions 
and you sit there and tell me that it's progress!" 

Adam rose stiffly from the chair and returned his father's steely 
gaze with a narrowed one of his own. "Since I obviously can't have a 
pleasant discussion right now with my own father, I'm going out. If 
you'd like to talk when I get back than we can. Pa, but we are 
obviously not getting anywhere right now. I'll be back in time for 
dinner and to talk to John himself." 

Adam strode to the credenza to retrieve a coat and hat. Without 
thinking, he angrily shrugged into the outer garment. A stinging pain 
in his shoulder ignited but he refused to react from his tender wound 



being pulled on. Ben moved to his feet. "Where do you think you're 
going? You know that Paul hasn't given you permission to ride 
yet ! " 

Adam's hand stilled on the door handle and he turned back. His eyes 
were dark and his tone was unforgiving, "Don't start on me. Pa. I 
didn't say I was going riding but if I stay in this stinking house 
another minute. I'll go nuts! I'm not a kid. Pa! I'm almost 
thirty-six years old for crying out loud!" 

"Adam! Adam, get back here!" Ben's words went unheeded as his own 
stubbornness was proven in his seething son. 

The door banged shut just as Evangeline came around the corner from 
the kitchen with a perturbed look on her face. Having heard the last 
few heated remarks, she placed the tray down on the table and moved 
to stand behind the settee. "Why did you have to push him, Ben? He 
has no business maybe being on a horse or being badly upset, he's 
still recovering." 

Having jumped at the rattling of the tray, Ben was now disconcerted 
at the young woman seeming to spring from nowhere. "I'm sorry... I 
didn't know you were here..." 

"Talking to Adam like he was an errant child will do nothing to 
persuade him into anything. He's a man, not a little boy. Its not his 
fault either for what's troubling you, Ben." 

"I know... and I'm sorry, Evangeline. Please accept my apologies for 
my bad behavior in front of a lady. I ' 11 ... apologize to Adam 
later . " 

Ben lowered his head in defeat as she bustled out of the front door 
and it clicked rather loudly behind her. He had spoken hastily, 
without thought as to what might happen. He deeply regretted his 
harsher words now and had known that they were wrong even as he had 
uttered them. He considered going after his son but he knew that 
Adam's fiancA©e was probably already doing that. Eor once, he was 
glad that responsibility didn't fall on himself. With a pained heart, 
Ben climbed the stairs to his room to change for his guests who would 
be arriving shortly. 

j * * * * * j 


Out in the barn, Evangeline found a pale Adam sitting on a tack box 
while rubbing his shoulder. She watched sympathetically as, in 
frustration, he banged his fist into the stall wall. He was unaware 
of his fiancA©e's presence as he struggled to quell the burning ache 
of his injury and the angered hurt from the argument. Without a word, 
she stepped into his view and knelt down in front of him. He 
protested that he was "fine" as she began to unbutton his shirt and 
pull back his coat but her piercing glare silenced him. He submitted 
and she continued on her course to peruse his injury. She was 
relieved to see that there was no blood to be found under the 
bandages and everything appeared normal; the healing tissue deep 
within was the only part that apparently had been stressed. She 
carefully put the white material back in place and slowly re-buttoned 
the top portion of his black shirt. 


Significantly calmer now, Adam smiled weakly at her as he leaned his 



head back on the wall behind him. "That was a fine exhibition of the 
Cartwright temper in there, wasn't it? I'm sorry, sweetheart, you 
didn't deserve to hear our granite heads knocking 
together . " 

Evangeline sat next to him in a rustle of dress material and shrugged 
in that adorable fashion that Adam loved. "At least I know what I'm 
getting into. I'll never again have anymore doubts about how stubborn 
you are. Just don't forget that I can match you if the need should 
ever arise ! " 

"Ma'am, _that_ I have no doubt of." 

He chuckled but didn't say anything else as the throb in his shoulder 
lessened. He moved to stand and Evangeline's pale-blue eyes followed 
him as he walked towards the horses. The big chestnut in the line-up 
nickered as his master approached. Adam absentmindedly scratched the 
horse's velvet chin and nose and Sport arched his neck to nuzzle the 
man. Intrigued, Evangeline noted the softness that formed on her 
fiancA©'s sullen face at the animal's touch. 

"You really love horses, don't you, Adam?" 

His reverie broken, Adam turned to smile at her. He shrugged but very 
carefully. "Joe's the horse nut in the family." 

"That's not what I asked." 

"So it wasn't..." He ran his hand under the thick red mane as he 
continued, "I have a great respect for the horse as a species. They 
are beautiful, fast and free. There's something about them that is 
untouchable and yet they yield to Man's will. Ultimately, they are a 
true marvel to behold in a meadow, when the grass is fresh with 
morning dew." 

"That's very poetic," Evangeline came to stroke Sport as well. "I 
like horses well enough to ride and such but you... you seem to 
understand them... how they think and feel." 

Adam raised his right arm to lean on the stall post. "Its not so hard 
when you listen and watch the animal for a time. Eigure out its 
moods, its likes and dislikes, its spirit for living. Each one has a 
spirit. A horse can be turbulent like a hurricane or gentle like a 
summer rain or as volatile as a lightning storm," He patted Sport's 
neck. "This one here almost broke a man's leg when I first saw him. 

It was a few years after I was back from college. A big-legged, red 
colt was brought in with a whole herd of wild horses and was the only 
one who decided to be a hammerhead that year." 

Evangeline cocked her head quizzically and Adam explained, "That's a 
cowboy term for a horse that is especially stubborn and that can 
throw a good many men before settling under saddle. Sport here threw 
about a dozen before I got to him. Most stubborn horse you ever saw 
but I broke him in. Solved quite a few of my problems with the ranch 
hands back then too. I'll tell you that. Pa still chides me though on 
keeping him but then again Pa never was one for troublesome 
animals . " 


Evangeline giggled and Adam looked at her with questioning hazel 
eyes. "What's so funny, little miss?" 



"Oh, I just had a thought when you spoke of his headstrong nature. I 
was thinking, 'like rider, like horse'. You two are perfect for each 
other. You both are one-of-a-kind." 

Adam pushed his horse's head out of the way and pulled Evangeline 
close. She wrapped her arms around his back under his coat and loved 
feeling his breath upon her face. His voice was low and contained a 
hint of flirtation, "Well, you caught me. Miss Williams. A monumental 
feat indeed considering the number of 'fillies' I've managed to 
evade. Since you've made your conquest, are you planning on breaking 
me in too?" 

She said nothing but ran her hands through his black hair and leaned 
in close. After tickling his neck with a kiss, she hovered her mouth 
near his ear and whispered softly, "Never ... you ' re perfect just the 
way you are, my wild one." 

Adam shook his head with amusement as he leaned back to trace her 
lips with a finger. "Woman, you really are something, aren't 
you? " 

Evangeline's eyes sparked with a hint of desire. "Takes one to know 
one, handsome." 

Sport whinnied as the couple kissed and their passion turned to 
laughter while the horse tossed his head and snorted at the 
attention. Adam told Sport to shut up and then stole a complete kiss 
before the two lovers decided to return to the house. Arm in arm, 

Adam and Evangeline emerged from the barn right as a buggy entered 
the yard. 


5 . Chapter 5 

Ben paused in washing and gazed into the bedroom mirror at his 
reflection. The face of the man staring back at him was so much older 
than the lineless one of a young man who had taken a baby and a 
growing boy across country to a new land, a land of promise. Drying 
his hands on a convenient towel, Ben remembered that back then he too 
had been full of ideas for the progressing future. Often he had 
discussed his dreams with Elizabeth and then with Inger during those 
late nights around a wagon-train fire... he wondered if Adam was 
finding as much pleasure in such discussion with his future wife. Ben 
wondered what exactly were Adam's plans or dreams ... it startled the 
father to realize that he had never asked specifically what his son 
was planning on doing after he was married. There was too much that 
he, Ben, had never thought to ask lately because of the distractions 
of everyday life... 

The grinding wheels of a buggy and the jangle of harness could be 
heard arriving in the yard and Ben moved to the window to look out. 
Adam and his fiancAOe were greeting the Lightlys and then Hoss and 
Joe galloped in as well and joined the other four in conversation. 
Grimacing at the future sensitivity of the evening, Ben decided to 
make the most of it. He checked the straightness of his white collar 
and silver vest before going downstairs. 


In the yard, Evangeline was being introduced to Anne and the two 
young women felt an instant connection. Evangeline shared a discreet 



smile with Adam as she took the pregnant woman's arm and showed her 
into the house where it was more comfortable. Joe smirked and poked 
his eldest brother in the ribs. "I never thought you could do it. 
Older Brother. Have a girl look at you that way after knowing how you 
really are. I'd like to know for myself, how did you do it?" 

Adam smirked and turned to stride into the house with the amused 
Johnny beside him. "Figure it out for yourself, _younger_ brother. 

She ' s all mine . " 

Joe crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels with disdain while 
Hoss guffawed and slapped his youngest brother on the back. They 
chortled together over their brother's good fortune as they led the 
riding and buggy horses to the barn for a well-deserved rest. Inside, 
Evangeline offered Hop Sing her help with the final dinner 
preparations and he accepted with a rare smile. Adam caught his 
fiancA©e's elbow and drew her aside in the kitchen hallway as she was 
whisking by. "What did you say to him earlier? No one ever helps him 
except me and only when he's in a particularly good mood." 

"I just said that I wanted to learn as much as I could from a 
_superior_ cook, " With a wink, she squeezed his arm and continued 
walking into the kitchen to get on with her assigned work. 

Adam chuckled to himself and snapped his right fingers. "That would 
do it. I'll have to remember that line in the future..." 

Hoss and Joe came in then and upon their pa's arrival to greet Johnny 
and Anne, all three Cartwright boys excused themselves to change into 
more suitable dinner clothes as well. As his sons moved toward the 
stairs, Ben attempted to catch Adam's eye but his effort was wasted. 
Adam ignored the subtle gesture and continued on his way with his 
brothers. Ben knew that he had some major patching up to do after the 
dinner was over and their guests were gone. 

The ham dinner was delicious and Joe and Hoss were astounded at 
Evangeline's skills with the dessert, a four-tiered Washington pie 
filled and oozing with peach jam. At one point, Joe leaned over to 
Hoss to whisper and Adam, noticing this, merely smiled and reached to 
squeeze Evangeline's hand beside him on the table. His obvious 
gloating at his brothers' expense made Ben smile despite the 
inactivity that existed between himself and his eldest. After dinner, 
Johnny steeled himself and asked to discuss a particular problem with 
Ben and Adam while Anne felt obligated to briefly explain to the 
others for future reference. On the porch and much to the other two 
men's surprise, Adam reacted very little to Johnny's disclosures and, 
after a lengthy discussion, only asked to have the contract papers 
which young Lightly gratefully handed over. Ben thought his son's 
supposed indifference strange but he was glad that Johnny hadn't been 
made to feel worse about his poor choice. 

Two hours later, sated and drowsy after the after-dinner brandy, Hoss 
stretched his legs out in front of him as he reclined against the 
settee back. He glanced at his father sitting rather moodily in the 
red chair to the left. "It was good to have Johnny and Anne out for 
dinner again, wasn't it. Pa? It kinda felt like old times when they 
were here it...uh. Pa, ya hear me?" 


"Hmm?" Ben pushed himself from his oppressive thoughts to acknowledge 
his middle son. "Yes, Hoss, yes, it was." 



Returning from telling Evangeline good-bye, Adam came through the 
front door and loosened his string tie from his white shirt collar. 
Without a glance, he walked to the desk and opened the metal safe to 
extract the document placed there only recently. Then he paused to 
quietly bid his father and brother goodnight before mounting the 
stairs to his room. Hoss noted the way his pa's eyes followed the man 
going up the steps. There was still quite a bit of daylight left but 
Adam obviously wanted to be alone. When a door shut in the upstairs 
hallway, Ben sighed and returned his gaze to the crackling flames in 
the fireplace. 

Hoss was tired of guessing . "Pa? What's up with you and Adam anyhow? 
You two fellers haven't said two words to each other all 
evenin ' . " 

Ben's hand dropped from his forehead to the armrest. "I was a blame 
fool earlier, Hoss. I said some things that I never should have," Ben 
looked up in imagination so that he could see through the walls into 
his eldest ' s room. "Maybe, I should go up and talk to him. Hey, 
uh... where's Joe?" 

Hoss peered around the room as if expecting his mischievous brother 
to pop out from behind a piece of furniture. "I don't know, he was 
here when Adam and his gal left earlier." 

Ben pushed himself from his chair and squared his shoulders. "Well, 
tell him I'll be down later to talk about what you both found in the 
east range. Right now, I have some bridges to mend." 

"Sure, Pa . " 

Ben disappeared up around the bend in the stairs and Hoss shook his 
head. The big man started setting up the checkerboard for when his 
youngest brother did actually turn up. _It just figures that Joe ' d be 
gone right when there's trouble in the house. Wonder what that 
varmit ' s up to... 

><em> 

>1* * * * *Kp> 

Evangeline halted the buggy and looked back down the shaded trail. 

She smiled upon seeing the horse and rider approaching from the 
Ponderosa track. She clucked to the horse and moved the vehicle into 
a shaded area next to the road. She was standing and waiting when the 
pinto pony was pulled to a stop. Erom behind himself on the saddle, 
Joe pulled a yellow garment and handed it to her. 

"Thank you, Joe, I owe you one! I wasn't sure how to get it by 
myself . " 

Joe grinned down at her from Cochise's height. "No problem, Angie. 
What do ya want it for anyhow?" 

"A surprise. Now, you got a replacement for him until I can get this 
back, don't you?" 

"Oh, yeah. Pa's got an old one that Adam can use. If you like, I 
could pick this up from you tommorow. I was planning on going to town 
then already. Should I stop by your place, say about two 
o ' clock? " 



Evangeline reached up to grasp Joe's hand in gratitude. "Sounds 
perfect. Thanks, Joe, you're sweet." 

"That's what they tell me! See ya tomorrow, Angie." 

Joe disappeared back down the road in a flurry of dust as Evangeline 
unfolded the coat that held more than a few bad memories. She 
grimaced and her stomach fluttered at seeing the washed-out red stain 
on the left shoulder. Her fingers caressed the spot lightly before 
she carefully folded Adam's coat and climbed back into the buggy to 
continue homeward. She made a mental note that of having an important 
errand that very night, at the tailor's with a set of measurements. 
Hopefully, the shop hadn't closed yet. 

j * * * * * j 


In the light of his room, Adam intently scanned Johnny Lightly 's mine 
contract with calculating eyes that flitted back and forth over the 
words. The elegant yet masculine hands fingered the paper as another 
page was turned in the thick document. His brow furrowed at a few 
items of interest but, ultimately, he sighed in exasperation and 
listlessly placed the papers on the bed-covers. He didn't feel in the 
mood to deal with Johnny's issues when he had his own that distracted 
and interfered with concentrat ion . 

Adam rose from the bed and pulled back the curtains of his window. 

The shadows were just beginning to lengthen along the lake and the 
sun's rays were touching the grassy meadows in warm yellow patches. 
The sun still had a couple of hours left to go before nightfall and 
Adam was glad that Evangeline had listened to him when he suggested 
she leave early to get home. He raised the window and took a deep 
breath of the crisp, evening air. He really did love this rugged 
country and he tried to recall why he ever thought of leaving it. 
There came a faint and uneven knock on his door to interrupt his 
thoughts, as if the inquirer was unsure. Out of experience, Adam knew 
who it probably was. His voice beckoned in resignation, "Come 
in . " 


6. Chapter 6 

As expected, Adam's father entered and softly closed the bedroom 
door. His son was standing by the window and remained with his back 
to the door. Ben saw the abandoned papers on the bed and moved to 
pick them up. He kept his eyes focused on the formal language while 
he quietly asked, "Did you find anything to help?" 

Adam shook his head with a dejected manner while he continued to gaze 
out at the lake. "So far the contract appears airtight. John was most 
definitely signaled out as a gullible party. I wish that I would have 
been informed of his money shortage but he obviously thought he 
couldn't trust me." 

Now it was Ben's turn to shake his head. "No, it wasn't that. He sees 
you almost as an older brother figure and like Joe, I think he wanted 
to prove himself." 


"Am I that ominous?" 



"You know better than that. It's the part of being an older sibling 
that can be a burden, I suppose. You want to be their friend but 
their teacher at the same time. They accept that in time but, in 
turn, feel that they have to please you. You handled Johnny well 
though. I expected you to be more upset." 

"Why should I be? It's not my investment, it's his and I _expected_ 
him to make decisions without me. I hadn't realized that he thought 
different. I'm not yet sure if Sharon is devious in his plans for 
Virginia City or not but I _do_ think that he took advantage of a 
young man struggling to provide for his wife and baby. If I would 
have been more attentive, I would have seen through John's lie about 
his so-called 'savings'. That kid hasn't had two nickels to rub 
together since he bought that ranch and put all his sweat into it. 
Now he may lose it because he was _trying to prove himself to 


The last words were spoken with obvious disdain. Ben sat on the bed 
and a troubled expression passed over his face. "Intended 
confrontation aside, why do you insist on taking blame on yourself 
when there is none?" 

Adam's tone remained flat, "I guess it's easier to make sense of a 
problem if I know who is responsible for it." 

"But it wasn't your fault with Johnny, that error falls squarely on 
his shoulders. It isn't your fault either that you care enough to 
help him or that he is fond of you enough to want to make you proud. 


"Is that what you came up to tell me. Pa?" 

Ben rose to his feet and as much as he itched to, he didn't move to 
physically touch his son but remained at a respectful distance. Adam 
had his hands on his hips and his shoulders squared; that rigid 
stance spoke louder than anything that could be said verbally. "No. I 
came up to apologize for my poorly chosen words from earlier. I had 
no right to light into you without letting you know all of the facts. 
I still hold to my opinions of Sharon but I regret that I didn't keep 
my mouth shut and I should have let Johnny tell you in his own good 
time. I also shouldn't have spoken to you in such a disrespectful 
manner. I'm sorry, Adam." 

Adam's body softened in its rigidity and he finally turned to look at 
his father with a sheepish smile. "I could have kept better control 
over my outbursts as well. Pa. I guess we're even." 

"I guess so," Ben then felt able to squeeze his son's arm before 
moving across the room to open the door. He paused in the act with 
his hand on the knob. "Just remember though, that nothing is ever 
_entirely_ your fault. The world will crush you if you try to carry 
it alone. Son. I know I've said that more times than you'd like to 
count but . . . it ' s worth repeating." 

Adam turned then and it pained his father to see the handsome face 
looking so tired and drawn. Ben could see waves of memories and past 
hurt pass over the features. Adam's right hand pinched the bridge of 
his nose before returning to rest on his hip. In a moment of honesty 
that surprised Ben, Adam began to speak, "Too much has happened. Pa. 
Over the years I've managed to ignore my doubts about myself, to put 



on this big show of letting events just roll off me without caring 
but... lately those doubts won't leave me alone. I feel them laughing 
at me in every moment when things don't go as planned or one of my 
actions has undesired consequences . Sometimes I wonder what my 
purpose really is. I wonder if Evangeline would be better off with 
someone else because I seem to be unable to form a future with any 
woman as of yet." 

Ben returned to his son's side and gripped Adam's right bicep in 
earnest. "Don't say that, she wants you. Adam, you have a family that 
loves you and you soon will have a wife who adores you. You have a 
wonderful future ahead of you, don't throw it away while dwelling in 
the past. The past can be beautiful to remember but it also can be 
torture. It is best to simply leave that part of it be completely. If 
I hadn't, I wouldn't be here. I wouldn't have the Ponderosa, I 
wouldn't have three fine sons and a life rich with friends. I would 
be a drunken sailor or cowhand somewhere, mourning my first wife and 
missed opportunities..." Ben's grip on Adam's arm tightened in 
emphasis. "And I would have dragged you down with me. I know that we 
don't always see eye to eye. Son, but I still want to know what 
you're thinking. Your dreams, your hopes for your and Evangeline's 
future. During the past couple of years, I've been so busy helping 
Joe become a man and reach his goals that I forgot I have another son 
with just as much drive. I would like very much to talk with you 
sometime, Adam, really talk. I want to know those things, I want to 
get to know one another again... like we used to." 

Leaning on one leg and facing the door, Adam remained standing in the 
same posture for several minutes after his father had left. His jaw 
clenched and the dark eyes unconsciously traveled to the top of his 
desk where two treasured possessions sat, a music box and a picture 
of a beautiful woman with dancing blue eyes, brown hair and teeth as 
white and well-shaped as his own. He roused from his melancholy to 
lift the lid of the painted music box and to fill the room with the 
tinkling, sweet notes. On an inspired whim, he then reached for his 
guitar and sat on the bed to softly and effortlessly pick at 
corresponding notes to form a duet that stretched through time. The 
familiar little tune that he often played in the solitude of his room 
over the years had always been able to calm him and help him focus. 

It worked again, a peace settled on his soul as the little box 
tinkled to a halt. 

Unbeknownst to the author of the music, another man with memories was 
listening outside the closed door. Ben realized how little he really 
knew anymore about his eldest ' s feelings. He and his son were always 
there for each other in serious crisis but Adam had been in a more 
subtle crisis of his own for years and, with a pain in his heart, Ben 
realized also that he himself hadn't seen it coming, until 
tonight . 

j * * * * * j 


Hoss jumped two of the black checkers on the board in triumph before 
moving his hand to a red one and then jumping that over a black 
piece. Playing oneself wasn't the most fun type of entertainment but 
Hoss found that it improved his game. His younger brother was 
excellent at diversion during their matches and Hoss liked to sharpen 
his own concentrat ion skills as much as he could in his spare time. 
Adam had said in private that playing both sides of the field helped 
himself to perfect a chess strategy. Hoss glanced up the stairway and 



sighed when thinking of his older brother and father up there. He 
hoped they were making amends for whatever had happened; Hoss hated 
it when his family was at odds, his world just wasn't right until 
they were all together once again. 

The front door opened and Joe breezed in merrily. He divested himself 
of his coat, hat and gunbelt before joining his brother by the fire. 
Hoss wiped the checkerboard clean before replacing the pieces for a 
fresh game. Joe glanced around the room but not finding what he 
wanted, he asked, "Where's Adam and Pa, Hoss?" 

"Upstairs . " 

Joe's tone took on a sarcastic edge, "I figured as much but what are 
they doing?" 

Hoss shrugged and placed the last checker in its designated place. 

"Ya know about as much as I do. Little Brother. Pa said somethin' 
about some words between them earlier." 

"Well, that explains why they did such a good job in ignoring each 
other all through dinner. Do ya know what's it all 
about ? " 

Tight-lipped in scrutiny, Hoss shook his head while he surveyed the 
game board. Joe shrugged and moved the next piece of his first turn. 
The brothers exchanged quite a few moves before Hoss sat back in 
triumph and slapped his knee with glee. Joe rolled his eyes and said 
he was going to get some coffee. As if on cue. Hop Sing appeared from 
the kitchen with a tray. He placed a cup and saucer on the table in 
front of each young man. Joe took his coffee with a grin at the 
family friend. Hoss thanked Hop Sing and the little cook bowed before 
padding out of sight again. 

"So where ya been, Joe? You disappeared right after Adam's gal 
left . " 

The younger man shrugged again. "Angie forgot something." 

Hoss narrowed his eyes. "So its 'Angie' now, is it? Be careful, Joe. 
You're travelin' on some mighty thin ice there if ya don't watch 

it . " 

Joe clanked his cup down angrily and glared at his brother. "For your 
information, Hoss, she wanted my help in a surprise for Adam." 

"A surprise? What kind o' surprise?" 

"A birthday surprise. Ya know Adam's is next Friday and I guess she 
wanted to try and do something nice for him. That's all, I swear 
it ! " 


"All right, all right! No need to get your back up, Joe. Ya know I'm 
just looking out after ya." 

Joe softened and slapped Hoss on the shoulder. "I can take care of 
myself. Big Brother, but thanks all the same." 

, "Sure ya can. Like ya did a few weeks ago?" 


Hoss muttered 



"Oh, Hoss, just get on with the game, will ya ! " 


Joe cried. 


Smirking, Hoss made his first choice to start their second match just 
as slow and heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs. 


7 . Chapter 7 

The amiable sight of his two youngest sons playing their customary 
game of checkers for the evening raised Ben's spirits a little bit as 
he descended the stairs. They looked at him with questions in their 
eyes but he avoided the curiosity as he stoked and poked at the fire, 
sending sparks flying upwards into the chimney. The other men fell 
silent from their chatter and put all their attention into their 
friendly combat. After a few minutes, Ben put his brooding aside for 
a while to think about a strange occurrence that had been discovered 
around one of the east range herds of cattle. Hop Sing brought out 
another cup of coffee before mounting the stairs with a fourth. Ben 
smiled wanly, knowing that his third son would appreciate the 
beverage . 

"You okay. Pa?" Hoss asked with concern. 

Ben lowered his gaze to the two sons in front of him. He nodded and 
took a sip from the delicious brew in his hand. "I'm just fine. Now, 
are you fellows going to tell me what you saw up in the east 
range? " 

The three discussed the strange tracks and the few cattle that seemed 
to be missing. There weren't many, maybe ten but the herd was some 
prime breeding stock of only maybe a hundred head and in that small 
number, it was easy to miss a few. Several of groupings of tracks 
could be found throughout the area where the herd had passed through 
on their lazy moseying. Hoss said that almost all tracks petered out 
in the rocks to the west and Joe parroted with the same knowledge 
from the south end of the range; there had been little rain for a 
couple of weeks and the ground was becoming bone dry, a bad time to 
find tracks in rocks. 

Ben narrowed his eyes in thought. "A few head is hardly enough to 
call Roy over but I do think we need to have at least one guard on 
those cattle. Adam paid top dollar to get that stock last fall and it 
would be a considerable loss for future breeding if they continue to 
disappear . " 

Joe spoke, "I've already got that covered. Pa. I sent Denver and 
Mattison up there when we got back." 

Ben smiled in relief that one situation seemed to be under control at 
least. "Good job, Joe. Hoss, how about you and I ride up there bright 
and early in the morning and see what we can find. Joe, I realize 
that it's Sunday but I want you to stick around the house while we're 
gone. I'm sure you could find something to do with Adam until we get 
back . " 

Ben turned to sit in his chair while Hoss and Joe exchanged puzzled 
glances but didn't say anything except for both of them to 
acknowledge the plan. They soon finished their game with Joe coming 
out on top this time and then good-nights were said to their father. 
Joe caught at Hoss' arm when they were at the top of the stairs and 



whispered, "Are you sure you don't know what's going on?" 

"Dadburnit it, Joe, if I knew I would o' told ya. Maybe you can get 
it out o' Adam sometime tomorrow." 

Joe nodded seriously. "Good idea and better wish me luck. From the 
looks of it tonight. Ole Granite Head is going to be a tough nut to 
crack. I wish it was you staying, I'd just as soon go after cattle 
rustlers than face Elder Brother when he's in one of his 
moods . " 

Hoss chuckled softly. "Ain't that the truth. See ya in the mornin', 
Joe . " 

"Goodnight, Hoss." Joe tip-toed past his middle brother's room and 
entered his own for a good night's rest. He changed into a nightshirt 
and slipped between the covers with his hands behind his head. He 
mulled over his two family members' strange behavior but couldn't 
reach a conclusion having himself been gone when it all had happened. 
Quickly becoming frustrated, Joe decided to wait until he could 
corner his eldest brother the next day. With those thoughts rolling 
in his head, he fell asleep. 

j ***** j 

Having refreshed his cup of coffee, Ben sat back in his chair and 
crossed one leg over the other as he rested his chin on his left 
hand. The warmth of the fireplace and the lazy rolling of the flames 
were such that he felt slightly more revived from his emotional 
stupor but he was still deeply troubled by the words exchanged 
upstairs. He wondered how it was possible to live in the same house 
with someone and yet hardly know him. Ben thought back to all of the 
times over the past couple of years that he had felt his eldest son 
pulling away as if in preparation for some future departure; the 
hints, the insinuations, the lack of including himself in future 
ranch plans; it all was becoming clear and painfully so. 

Their talks of the last year had slowly dwindled to almost strictly 
business or ranch matters and discussions of opinion or heart were 
rare. In fact, the days surrounding Evangeline's disappearance had 
been the first time in a long while that they had talked of such 
things. The failed disaster of a conversation earlier proved to the 
father that he was out of practice and in dire need of the same. In 
the reminiscent manner, he blamed himself for not being more 
attentive but he conceded that his son could have been more open as 
well. Adam had never been much for baring his soul to anyone though 
and the way he had done so earlier had been surprising. The hard, 
impossible truth, Ben told himself, was that another man was 
ultimately responsible for this gradual onset of inactivity of speech 
and thought, a man who couldn't be blatantly blamed anymore. A man 
who had branded his life and death into the flesh and soul of his 
victim and, subsequently, the victim's family as well. A fist 
clenching and unclenching, under his breath, Ben cursed the wretched 
and damnable name of Peter Kane. 

Adam had been a different man, a man slowly locking himself away 
behind emotionally-barred doors, ever since they had brought him home 
from that hellish desert. Eor the first two days of slow travel after 
being found, he hadn't talked, hadn't uttered a sound except to plead 
for water while in a sickened daze. Ben shut his eyes and gulped 



against the memory of that plaintive sound that had come from his 
son's throat. A pitiful whimpering that spoke of the fear of being 
denied by those who loved him most that which was so desperately 
needed. For two days it had been so with Adam drifting in and out of 
consciousness but always in a state of fevered agitation. After 
finding an abandoned shack to take refuge from pouring rain, Ben 
would never forget the hopelessness that he had seen in Boss and 
Joe's eyes. There seemed to reside there a loathed and unspoken 
resignation that their brother wouldn't live to see the Ponderosa 
again. But, Ben remembered now, the precious moment when the raging 
fever had broken and a father's prayers had been answered ... those 
three years ago... 

_The cabin was leaky and drafty but a miracle to be found in the 
middle of the desolate wilderness. An exhausted Boss and Joe worked 
at making a semblance of a meal using the crumbling fireplace after 
their brother had been transferred from a travois to the one lone cot 
in the shack. After eating, the youngest Cartwrights settled into 
sleep on the floor but Ben refused to leave the cot's 
side ._ 

_Although deep in the throes of disturbed sleep, Adam's face remained 
ravaged with twitching and movement as dreams of a monster consumed 
him. At one point, he jerked awake and appeared to be rallying except 
when Ben leaned over to check, the fevered man grabbed his pa's 
collar tightly in a mirroring action of the nightmares. Adam's eyes 
were blank and unseeing in their fury as they stared into his 
father's horrified face. A growl of a voice that resembled more of 
the devil's evil than Adam Cartwright insisted on there being "no 
more games" and the hands tightened in emphasis. The shock weakened 
Ben's reaction time but his other two sons were roused by the growls 
and were able to subdue their brother with vice-like grips. Laughing 
to himself then whimpering in tearful hallucinations, Adam fell back 
to the cot again without knowing what he had almost done. Ben was 
stunned and still gasping for breath from his shirt's fabric being 
pulled around his throat. Joe and Boss both offered their arms around 
him as all three watched the fourth Cartwright toss and turn. 
Eventually, Adam's body stilled and he was able to achieve a deeper 
rest so that his family could feel secure enough to sleep once 
again ._ 

_The wee hours of morning found a drained Ben lying on the hard, dirt 
floor beside the cot. A creaking sound brought him to full alertness 
and he jerked awake in wariness. When he snapped his head up to the 
cot's level, two bright and alert hazel eyes gazed back at him from 
under hooded eyelids. Ben's breath left his lungs as he shakily sat 
on the cot's edge and covered one of Adam's hands with his own. The 
young man stared at him hungrily, almost with desperation, as if 
wanting to memorize every detail of Ben's appearance. Adam was so 
weak that he couldn't speak but his cracked lips alerted to his 
desperate need for water. Ben cradled the dark head of his beloved 
son in his hands as Life's liquid did its refreshing work on Adam's 
mouth and throat. _ 

_The intelligent, hazel eyes never left Ben's face in all that 
time... but when they listlessly rolled back and closed, the older man 
froze in shock. Bis hand groped for his son's wrist but... there was 
no pulse, the tortured man's essence ... was gone. Sobbing and 
unbelieving, the father clutched the limp body of his eldest to his 
chest and rocked him to and fro with all the power within himself. 



The outcry of their brother's name startled Hoss and Joe from their 
slumber . . 

"Adam! Adam, No!" Ben jerked awake from the nightmare and fought to 
catch his breath. The fire had long burned down and the room was cold 
but the man didn't notice. His face was shining with sweat and he 
covered his eyes with his hand to attempt to stop the dream's residue 
of grief that was trying to engulf him. Suddenly, an urge overwhelmed 
him and he rose to climb the stairs with haste. He paused at the 
bedroom door to retrieve a lamp from the hallway table. He turned the 
knob and entered Adam's room. The dimmed light of the lamp shed its 
subdued glow on the man sleeping in the bed. Ben let out a shaky, 
drawn-out sigh at seeing the rise and fall of his son's chest. He 
suddenly felt weak and leaned on the wall to steady himself. 

A voice husky with sleep asked, "What's wrong. Pa? Do you need me for 
something? " 

Ben straightened and turned abruptly. He smiled at the tousled black 
hair and heavy eyelids of the younger man propped up on an elbow. All 
at once, it seemed like the hazel eyes belonged to a mere slip of a 
boy again. Ben approached the bed and whispered, "No, no, nothing's 
wrong. I just thought I heard something," he patted Adam's arm. "Go 
back to sleep. Son, I'm sorry for waking you up." 

The door closed behind the appeased father and Adam frowned in 
disturbance before working himself back under his warm comforter. A 
few thoughts of worry flitted through his mind but continued on their 
way. Outside the door, Ben blew out the lamp and was soon in his own 
bed. Having assured himself of the unreality of his chilling dream, 
he eventually fell asleep but not before resolving to keep his 
promise of that talk. After all, time is precious. 


8 . Chapter 8 

Joe felt in pretty good spirits come morning while waiting for Adam 
at the breakfast table. Their pa and brother had already eaten, 
saddled up their horses and gone to look at the east range. Ben had 
been worried about the lateness of Adam's sleeping but Joe had 
persuaded that he would look after his big brother should the need 
arise. Hoss had backed up Joe's reasoning and Ben had then relented 
but not without a few misgivings. Adam never was tardy to breakfast 
unless something was wrong and now Joe wondered if Adam's bad 
shoulder was giving some trouble and had made for a restless 
night . 

That indeed had been the case and brooding over the conversations of 
the night before had disturbed Adam's rest further. He moved slowly 
down the stairs and Joe noticed that his brother was holding his left 
arm rather stiffly by his side. Adam was far from being in a good 
mood when he saw the dirty plates and empty chairs by Ben and Hoss' 
places. He had wanted to talk with his pa before the day started but 
that now appeared impossible. Joe declined on saying anything as his 
sullen brother eased himself into his chair and forked some food onto 
his own plate. After a few minutes of silence, Adam broke the 
awkwardness with an attempt at conversation. 


"Where's Pa and Hoss off to?" 



Joe set his cup of coffee down and bit off a bite of bacon. "They 
went up to the east range, a few cattle from that prime herd that you 
bought are going missing. Pa wanted to take a look for 
himself . " 

Wondering why he hadn't been informed, Adam replied, "This is the 
first time I've heard about any possible rustling. How many head are 
gone? " 

Joe shrugged. "Only around ten head, nothing to really worry about 
yet. They could have just wandered off judging from so few of a 
number. Anyway, Denver and Maddison are up there already keeping an 
eye on things . " 

Adam nodded in agreement while chewing on a mouthful of Hop Sing's 
delicious eggs. Using his customary table manners, Adam swallowed 
before asking, "What are you doing for the day?" 

Joe again shrugged and pushed his plate away. He tried to remain 
nonchalant . "This and that. Since we're not going to church today, I 
don't have to worry about getting' dressed up for the gals. Maybe you 
can teach me the finer points of chess, what ' d ya think?" 

"Chess is your least favorite pastime besides reading 
Shakespeare . " 

"Well, I could always learn more, after all, you're always saying it 
pays to better yourself. Checkers can't be that far away from chess 
and I've whipped Hoss at checkers plenty of times. Come to that, I've 
whipped you a few times more than you'd like to count. I'll bet. I 
don't have anything else to do and why not?" 

Adam saw through the prattling and he sighed loudly. "What you're 
trying not to tell me, Joe, is that Pa left you here to keep an eye 
on your invalid brother, isn't that it?" 

"And what if he did. Elder Brother? There's no law that says I can't 
stay at home on Sundays." 

"Except you never do." 

"Now, what ' s that got to do with it ! " 

Adam's fork clinked on the edge of his plate. "You already know the 
answer to that one, Joe. I don't need looking after, I've had my fill 
of that. I'm fed up with all of the molly-coddling going on lately. 
I'm feeling fine, I just need some space to hear myself think." 

Joe looked offended and slightly hurt so Adam amended his statements. 
"But, I'll tell you something that would help me. Little Brother." 

A semblance of a smile crossed the younger man's face. "Oh, yeah, 
what ' s that ? " 

"You taking me into town today." 

Joe was incredulous. "What! No way! Pa would skin me alive and Doc 
would finish me off if he even sees your whiskers in Virginia City! 
No! A big fat, no! Not me, uh-uh ! " 



Adam shrugged slightly as if uncaring at the demise of his plans but 
inside he was tickled with amusement and his mood was vastly 
improving. "Well, then, I guess I'll just have to sit and supervise 
while you work tomorrow. I believe Pa said a couple of days ago that 
he wanted the barn roof repaired? Maybe I could make a few 
suggestions, a few changes here and there? Oh, and there is the 
matter of the corral fence. Last week, I swore that I heard Pa say 
something like he wanted it replaced, board for board and post for 
post. And then there's the..." 

"Alright, alright!" Joe cried in exasperation then glared at his 
deceptively stoic brother sitting across from him. "What exactly did 
you have in mind, _Mister_ High-and-Mighty ? " 

Adam put his fork down and gestured with his good hand. "Nothing big. 
I need to get Hiriam's advice on Johnny's contract and then I want to 
stop by Evangeline's place. She's been dying to show me The Helping 
Hand and I'm _dying_ to get off the ranch for a few hours while Pa's 
away. Maybe I could take her to lunch while you are doing whatever 
you wanted to do. It's quite a ways up to the east range so if we 
leave soon, we should be back before they do. So what do you say? You 
game to disobey Pa?" 

That was a plan and an offer that Joe just couldn't resist and, 
besides, he really did dislike chess for the most part. He was 
enjoying the thought of spending a naughty trip to town with his 
brother too. "Alright, Older Brother, you got a deal but if Pa finds 
out, it's going to be _you_ standing in front of his desk when he 
finds out, _not me_, got it?" 

Adam smirked and the two men finished their breakfast before 
preparing to leave. Joe put on his coat and gunbelt but Adam stared 
at the peg where his coat was supposed to be. Puzzled, he glanced 
around to be sure he didn't leave it somewhere in sight and then 
asked, "Joe, do you know where my coat is?" 

Joe cringed and steeled himself to try out his planned lie on his 
ever-discerning brother. "Uh, I gave it to Hop Sing 'cause he was 
complaining about that stain. You know how an imperfection drives him 
up the wall . " 

"What exactly am I supposed to wear though?" 

Joe bit his lip as he squatted to rummage around in the credenza's 
cabinets. Smiling in triumph, he produced one of his pa's old coats 
and held it up under Adam's nose. "Here ya go. It might be a little 
big but at least it'll keep ya from freezing." 

Joe held his breath despite the merry grin on his face. His brother 
seemed to be about to question further but then Hop Sing came around 
the corner and his ranting was a saving grace. All other thoughts 
were driven away as the two younger men only wanted to get out of the 
house in one piece. Joe darted outside to hook up a surrey while Adam 
was getting an earful from Hop Sing. The cook was far from pleased 
and Adam had to use quite a bit of sweet talk to get the little man 
away from the door. Once Joe halted the team outside, however. Hop 
Sing relented but insisted on providing a blanket tucked securely 
around Adam's legs and another lecture to which the eldest Cartwright 
sighed in exasperation. 



Finally, the team was moving down the road and silence ensued in the 
surrey until Joe sneaked a peek at his brother and they both burst 
out laughing. The air was crisp, the birds were singing in the pines 
and this dull Sunday was looking up for both of them after all. Adam 
glanced at his little brother as they rode along and he smiled. Joe 
always seemed to have such a positive twist on life, it just might be 
productive to spend the day in his merry company. 

j * * * * * j 


It would take almost two hours to reach their destination and along 
the way, Hoss and Ben spoke very little. The morning had turned out 
to be pleasant weather and Hoss was content in enjoying the beautiful 
landscape of the Ponderosa as the two horses purposefully carried 
their riders along. Ben was resigned to stay silent for he had way 
too many issues plaguing his mind to make a good conversationalist. 
Although he had slept well after going upstairs, that 
memory-turned-to-dream still haunted him and he had the strangest 
urge to return home and surround himself with his boys, to solidify 
that they were safe. Being unable to do that made him irritated at 
this small task of perusing a herd of cattle for a few that had gone 
missing; he wondered why in the heck he just hadn't sent more hands. 
He already knew the answer to that one though, he didn't like sending 
men into a possibly dangerous situation without taking those same 
risks himself. He sighed long and forcefully while glancing up at the 
shining sun to gauge the time. Ever the watchful son, Hoss noticed 
his pa's restlessness but chose to not address it. 

Soon they were at their destination and sought out the two hands 
keeping a watch. Bob Denver and Tom Maddison were trusted men and had 
spent quite a few years each at the Ponderosa. All four men began to 
take detailed stock of the area and also the cattle. Ben pointed out 
in a puzzled fashion that only springers, cows who were close to 
birthing, seemed to be missing because the count of males in the 
group remained the same. The entire situation was becoming even more 
baffling although it was beginning to look like the cattle might have 
just wandered off which would be unusual but not impossible. 

The four split up and rode their horses in opposite directions to 
look for fresh tracks. An hour later after intense searching, 

Maddison fired three shots into the air and soon Ben, Hoss and Denver 
had joined him at a barren hill surrounded by boulders. Down in a 
tiny canyon was the missing springers. Grazing on the greener grass 
down on the canyon floor, they appeared well in health and even quiet 
considering their separation from the others. Cautiously, Ben and 
Hoss moved down closer while the hands were instructed to stay behind 
on the high ground but the cattle appeared to be unguarded by any 
manner of human being; there was no sign of anyone being there. There 
was a small cave off to the left and Hoss dismounted to scout around 
the entrance while Ben began to herd the pregnant cattle back to the 
neck of the canyon. He was surprised and a little relieved to see two 
little red-and-white calves being licked by their doting mother right 
in the middle of the protective gathering. It seemed that rustlers 
weren't to blame after all but a showing of mutual motherly 
protection between the bovine. That and the green grass in the midst 
of the drier food sources might have had something to do with them 
wandering off so far. Ben muttered in exasperation at the useless 
trip up to the range. _What next?_ he mused with resignation. His 
question was soon answered just as the hands took over the tiny herd 
to take them back with the others. 



Hoss' panicked voice suddenly echoed through and from inside the 
cave, "Pa! Hey, Pa, come quick! There's a youngun ' in here! The boy 
looks to be about half-dead!" 


9. Chapter 9 

Having just returned home from the early church service, Evangeline 
slowly removed her hat as she stepped into her father's study. Her 
eyes took in the rich room with all its masculine furnishings and she 
sighed while sinking into her favorite seat, his desk chair that 
still held the lingering and comforting smell of him. She missed her 
father and it helped for the moment to be surrounded by his things 
until he could be there himself. Ever since her mother had died three 
years prior, Evangeline had struggled to maintain a good relationship 
with her father but his grief-driven drinking and paranoid attitude 
towards her hadn't helped matters in the least. But, then she had 
been kidnapped almost a month back and his whole outlook on life 
seemed to have changed after she was recovered back to their home. 

She smiled as she thought on the precious hours spent talking during 
the few days from the time she was found to the time that he was 
called away to Philadelphia. 

Growing up, Evangeline had been a pampered little girl with all the 
things that money could buy but what she had really craved was the 
warmth and love of her parents. Beautiful Margaret Williams had been 
a strong and accomplished woman who rejoiced in teaching her only 
daughter about all of the delights of womanhood. Erom her mother's 
generous hands, Evangeline had been taught the arts of cooking and 
home-making along with the customary pastimes of the day such as 
needlepoint and painting. Mrs. Williams also had a deep love of 
poetry and had passed that love onto her daughter although Erank 
Williams had always held an open disdain for such manner of reading. 
But, one of his daughter's favorite childhood memories was of sitting 
on his lap while nestled into his shoulder, as he read his morning 
paper to her. It had felt like their own world and she wished that 
she could feel that again with him. 

Evangeline reached out to pluck a random choice from the bookcase 
behind her. She sighed and opened her book to the first page but 
couldn't seem to concentrate on the novel. She worried about how her 
father's business dealings were going. Since she had been kidnapped, 
he had stopped his drinking almost entirely and was so much more 
relaxed with her. It had been a sad day when he received the telegram 
that had summoned him back to Philadelphia to settle a lawsuit crisis 
against his railroad supply company. He had promised that he'd be 
back for the wedding and at least, judging from the telegram she had 
just received, it looked like he would make it in plenty of time. 
Thoughts of the future marriage made her mind then turn to her 
fiancA© and her eyes grew soft as she ran threw the birthday dinner 
plans that she had been working on. Her intense preoccupat ion over 
the forgotten pages of her book was broken after a while by a woman's 
soft and inquiring voice. 

"Ma'am? Will ya be wantin' lunch. Ma'am?" 

Evangeline looked up and smiled at the older woman who had served as 
the Williams' cook for the months that the younger woman had been 
living in Nevada. Elvira Clery had lost her husband some years before 



and had moved to Virginia City to be near her married daughter. The 
thin woman had soon shown herself to be a talented cook and also a 
friend to her employer. Evangeline smiled. "No, thank you, Ellie. I'll 
get a snack from the icebox later, I think. Please take the day off 
and enjoy yourself." 

Normally of timid nature, the gray-haired widow blushed with pleasure 
and curtsied. "Thank ya. Ma'am, but I'll be back 'fore dinner needs 
t' be served. I'm only goin' t' visit me daughter for the afternoon. 
She's 'bout ready t' have another wee babe, ya know." 

"Yes, please give Maggie my best, Ellie." 

The cook curtsied again and left the study but her departure was 
interrupted when there came a knock on the front door. Elvira 
answered and Evangeline listened intently from her father's study. 
Upon hearing the rich, deep voice of the visitor, she gasped and 
rushed as lady-like as she could out into the foyer. As usual in such 
meetings, Elvira was quite flabbergasted at the sight of the 
darkly-handsome man in front of her and she was being of no help to 
him in his inquiries of "if Miss Williams was at home". 

Evangeline courteously sent the tongue-tied woman on her way and, 
when Elvira was out of earshot, then Evangeline turned on the man 
standing outside her door. "What in heavens name are _you_ doing 
here! Did you ride? Are you alone? Why are you in town in your state! 
I swear you're trying to drive me to distraction!" 

Adam chuckled, his dimples flashed and he raised his hands in 
supplication to silence her outpouring of worried words. "Now, hold 
on there, hold on. Eor one thing, Joe brought me to town in the 
surrey and, for another, I was dying to get out of that house and 
come see you." He stepped inside with his hat in his hands. "I 
thought we could have lunch together if you'd like then maybe you 
could show me around The Helping Hand. If you'd rather not though, 

I ' d be glad to go and leave you in peace. Miss Williams." 

In mock depression, Adam turned as if to exit the house but 
Evangeline grabbed his hand and pressured him to sit down on a 
convenient chair by the door. "Don't you dare go anywhere except in 
that chair, Adam Cartwright. Now, you are going to sit right there 
and listen to me..." 

"Yes, Teacher?" 

Adam drew his most innocent expression out of his bag of looks and 
Evangeline wondered if those gorgeous eyes could get any darker or 
bigger. His black eyelashes seemed to have grown a half-inch too. Her 
resolve immediately weakened into amusement but she banished the 
growing smile on her face in order to appear stern. "Darling, I'm 
tired of worrying about you being up and about so before we go 
anywhere. Doctor Martin is going to declare you well enough to exert 
yourself, understand? We might be able to catch him before he sits 

down to lunch. If he gives you a clean bill for activity then you 

won't hear another word from me, agreed?" 

Adam's handsome lips pouted as he pretended to think and then his 
dark head moved in an agreeing nod. "You have my solemn promise, 
madam," His eyes took on a honey-brown twinkle. "Can I get up now or 

are you planning on coming down _here_ to greet me properly as a 



man's fiancA©e should?" 


Evangeline's sternness crumbled and she couldn't help laughing at his 
antics. They kissed demurely then he helped her don her green cape 
and pink bonnet before he held the door open for her to pass through. 
She rewarded him with a perfect smile on the way out and he sighed 
inside over how beautiful she was. When this exquisite creature was 
by his side, he felt that anything was possible. Smiling, he took her 
hand and kissed it before placing it in the crook of his arm; the 
elegant couple strolled down the street to the Doctor's plain but 
attractive enough house. A few minutes later, they exited the house 
in a similar fashion with their faces wreathed in thankful smiles as 
they headed to the International for lunch. 

j * * * * * j 

The little boy couldn't be much older than ten years of age from 
Boss' experience as the big man gently lifted the tiny, unconscious 
body into his arms. When Boss emerged from the cave with his burden, 
the boy appeared to be in much worse shape than formerly ascertained. 
Bis right arm was twisted at an odd angle and he was very thin; his 
eyes were closed, the brown hair tousled and tinged lighter with the 
same dirt that covered the entirety of the ripped clothes. Be looked 
to have been on his own for quite some time and Boss was perturbed as 
to the reason for a small boy to be left alone on the Ponderosa. 

On Ben's part, he was horrified at his son's find. Be took the boy 
into his own arms and cradled him on the ground while Boss checked 
for any further injuries. Ben used a handkerchief to wipe the mud 
from the child's face and the thought flitted through his mind that 
it seemed as if he was looking at a similar version of a young Adam. 
This boy's naturally-tan skin was very pale though and spoke of 
dehydration and the pinched cheeks spoke of prolonged hunger. 

"Pa, this arm was broken a while back. I can't do a thing with it, 
we'll have to wait for a doc to look at it. Other than that, I'd say 
this little feller is just plum tuckered out." Boss leaned back on 
his haunches and a scowl covered his personable features. 

Ben stared down at the boy beginning to whimper into consciousness . 
The young face screwed up in discomfort and the eyelids opened to 
reveal dark chocolate eyes almost as dark as the man's staring into 
them. Ben smiled and spoke softly in order to not scare the boy. 
"You're just fine now. Son. Easy there, you're safe. Tell me, little 
fella, what's your name?" 

A tear escaped down one of the pale cheeks . "A . . . Ad . . . am? " 

Ben bent down lower to hear the whispered name. Be was puzzled. 

"Adam? Is that your name?" 

An almost imperceptible shake of the boy's head could be 

seen."M. . .must. . . get ...to. ..A... dam . . . C . . . Cart . . . " 

The small head came to rest on Ben's shoulder as the boy lost 
consciousness again, his breathing slowing and sobs dying in his 
small chest. Ben was bewildered but didn't spend too much time on the 
dilemma of the boy's identity as there were much more pressing 
matters. Boss took the limp body back to carry in his saddle during 
the long trip back down to the ranch house. Once the two men with 



their charge had arrived, Ben ran inside with the boy in his arms and 
called for Hop Sing's help. Hoss ran to the barn to settle Chub in 
with some feed and a quick rub-down before saddling a fresh horse and 
galloping towards town for a doctor. Inside the house, Ben was 
worried at finding both of his other sons... gone. 


10. Chapter 10 

With a sly grin, Joe fanned out the cards in front of him on the 
poker table. The other four players' faces fell as he good-naturally 
pulled the pile of money toward him. The rather understated man 
sitting across from Joe sighed and thumbed his bowler hat back on his 
head. "I've heard that you were a terrible card player, Mr 
Cartwright, if you don't mind my saying so. Is that just a ruse to 
ensnare unsuspecting clerks such as myself or are you truly this 
talented? " 

Joe chortled and gathered the cards up to shuffle them. "Neither, 

Mr . . . Mr ? " 

"Anderson, Silas Anderson." 

"Well, Mr. Anderson, I _did_ used to be horrible at cards for long 
time but I picked up a thing or two from my brothers and from 
observing over the years. You, however, seem a fair hand at the game 
already, do you play often?" 

"Only when I hear of a sucker in town. Seems you escaped my hook this 
time . " 

Laughter rippled around the table and Joe joined with his own merry 
chuckling at his expense. The last weeks had been ones of 
recuperation for him as he recovered from a severe beating at the 
hands of Thomas Gaynes ' henchman. Decker, during the kidnapping 
fiasco. The broken ribs had healed and the bruising was gone but Joe 
still found himself looking over his shoulder more than usual if he 
felt like he was being followed. 

Being able to unwind with some fellow rabble was icing on the cake of 
the day. He had experienced an enjoyable ride into town with Adam and 
his brother was due to join him soon. Adam had said that he was going 
to talk to Hiriam Wood before taking Evangeline out for lunch and to 
check out The Helping Hand. Joe flicked a card toward each man at the 
table while his thoughts wandered slightly to the time. His brother 
should be arriving soon to go home or at least, Joe hoped so. Their 
pa wouldn't be happy if he arrived back at the Ponderosa and his sons 
weren't there. 

j * * * * * j 


The clock in the hall struck the hour of one-forty-five o'clock and 
Adam was stirred from his contented reverie by the cheerful bells. He 
sighed and stepped behind Evangeline as she finished explaining the 
gardens outside one of The Helping Hand's south kitchen windows. She 
was talking of the fact that she would be able to employ a gardener, 
hopefully a homeless person, to take care of the vegetables and 
therefore provide fresh items for the menu. He put his arms around 
her waist and nuzzled her neck while rocking her from side to side on 
her feet. She paused in her speech and smiled but didn't move. 



instead working feverishly at burning every detail of the moment into 
her memory. Chills ran up her spine when he spoke in her ear and 
wrapped his arms tighter, "This time with you has been heaven, my 
love, but I'm afraid I have to be leaving soon. I promised Joe that 
I'd meet him and I'm already late." 

Swaying back and forth slowly in his arms, she covered his wrist on 
her waist with her hand and smiled. "Thank you for coming ... although 
you know you shouldn't have, you naughty boy. I think Doctor Martin 
grew two inches when he saw you. It's just a good thing that he 
cleared you for light activity or you might have ended up in 
handcuffs on your way back to the Ponderosa in Sheriff Coffee's 
' care ' . " 

"Maybe I like being a naughty boy once in a while, did you ever think 
of that?" 

Evangeline giggled and turned her head from the garden plots to look 
into his face resting on her shoulder. "I wouldn't ever peg you for 
being a rebel, Adam. That's more of Joe's specialty. I guess I have a 
lot to learn about you, don't I?" 

Adam breathed a kiss on her cheek and she closed her eyes in 
contentment at his tender caress. "I'm crazy about you, I don't think 
that is so very complicated. How about you, love? Are you 
complicated? " 

"That's for me to know and for you to find out, my darling." 

She felt him smile against her ear. His arms loosened and his hands 
gently turned her into himself; she placed a hand on his chest, over 
his heart. She kissed his cheek then the scar on his upper lip before 
taking possession of his lips with her own. He then held her close 
while speaking in a tone that was tinged with sadness, "Where were 
you all my life. Miss Williams?" 

She smiled and teased in a soft manner, "Growing up into an adult, I 
should think, just like you." When he didn't respond in any way, she 
pulled back and inquired further, "What brought that to mind, 
darling? " 

He seemed to deliberate over the right words and now it was 
Evangeline's turn to be of patient support. She waited but was 
perturbed that he had such trouble meeting her eyes with his own. 

With two fingers, she turned his head to look at her and the troubled 
depths of his eyes overwhelmed her a little bit. There was for sure 
much that she didn't know about his past but she also didn't care. He 
was hers and that was all that mattered. 

Adam sighed as if to banish other dark musings and smiled at a 
happier memory, "Do you remember that first time we met?" 

Evangeline raised her eyes to the kitchen ceiling and laughed in fond 
memory. "Yes, and I am so sorry about that. You know you _were_ kind 
of cute standing there outside the International though. I still 
can't believe that I ignored you that day, _what was I 
thinking_? " 


The corner of his mouth twitched with a smile but it didn't stick. 
"I've felt like a ship without a rudder, Angie, for so long that . . . I 



got used to resting on still waters, so to speak, instead of letting 
the wind fill my sails. When I saw you though, my heart stopped and I 
don't mind telling you that. All I could think about was getting the 
name of such a beautiful and elegant lady. When you snubbed my 
attempts at congenial conversation, however, I was more than 
intrigued. I usually haven't had trouble starting up a conversation 
with a woman before." 

When Evangeline quirked an eyebrow with maybe a hint of jealousy, 

Adam thought he'd just made a mistake but then she giggled. "I have a 
memory too. Remember that kiss, our _almost first_?" 

Now it was his turn to chuckle with shared memories and she continued 
with a smile, "It was I who initiated it but you were having none of 
it. You pushed me back and laid down the law. I don't blame you 
either. I treated you so horribly over the few days we had known each 
other and then I was just going to kiss you just for the fun of it. 
You said something along the lines of feelings not coming cheap. I 
was such a conflicted problem those many months ago, Adam. I was only 
interested in my own grief and nothing having to do with any other 
person. Back then, I wouldn't have ever believed that I would care 
enough to start this charity restaurant, let alone fall in love with 
someone as wonderful as you. You helped me too, you 
know ..." 

Evangeline moved her hands up to caress each side of his face. Her 
right hand moved into the black curls at the base of his neck and she 
pulled him to herself. Chuckling in his throat, he kissed her lips 
before doing what she loved most. Bestowing airy kisses on her face 
and neck before moving back to her lips, Adam with his tender care 
made her feel so very loved and special. Moaning with pleasure, she 
wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body into his, 
feeling his strength holding her and also feeling overcome with love 
for him. His soft lips upon hers, she knew that she could never know 
another man who would make her feel this fulfilled. He had to pull 
back after a time though as the heat between them was becoming 
noticeable. They breathed heavily above each other's lips as he spoke 
huskily, "I better go." 

Evangeline pressed her lips to his one last time before her voice 
spoke low and lustily as well, "Three weeks is too far away, my love. 
God, I just want to elope with you right now..." 

"Our fathers would have our hides for denying their attendance at our 
marriage and you know it, darling. You don't need any foul talk and 
rumors to start in town either. You are a white dove, Angie. My 
beautiful dove, and I won't taint your character or reputation for a 
few moments of pleasure. This place is a masterpiece of your mind's 
eye and we can't ruin it before you even open." 

Reluctantly releasing his fiancAOe, Adam guided her to the front door 
and reached for his black Stetson. "Do you want me to escort you back 
home or are you staying here for a while?" 

Suddenly remembering that she was supposed to be sneaking back home 
to meet Joe, she shook her head and fibbed, "I think I'll stay, I 
need to take inventory of what still needs to be done while the 
workmen are gone." 

Adam placed his hat upon his head with a flourish. "Don't you ever 



take a break?" 


"You are hardly the proper one to be lecturing me on 
that . " 

"TouchA©, " His eyes twinkled. "I'll be back on Wednesday for the 
grand opening. Try to get some rest though. You haven't had a calm 
last month to say the least. I won't have you getting sick on me. You 
can't get out of being at my wedding that easily either." 

"Like I'd want to..." 

She slipped her arms around his neck again to kiss him and he 
returned the ardor although with decidedly more control. He gave her 
a gentle smile and a quick peck on her lips before disappearing out 
of the door. She leaned her head on the door frame and admired his 
easy, confident way of walking. He turned at the picket fence and, 
accompanied by a wink, tipped his hat; she stood there staring long 
after he was obscured down the street. Knowing her eyes were 
following him made Adam walk even taller and feel a rare shiver run 
down his spine. Being yearned after by the woman he loved gave him 
more of a thrill than he'd ever admit. He'd never truly felt that 
sensation, not even with Ruth or Regina.** 

j * * * * * j 


The Bucket of Blood saloon was teeming with the Sunday crowd when 
Adam arrived to meet up with Joe. The man-in-black glanced around the 
loud room from over the bat-wing doors but there was no immediate 
sighting of his younger brother. Pushing through the groups of 
laughing men and squealing saloon girls huddled together, Adam leaned 
on the bar and scanned the tables. Joe was still nowhere to be 
found . 

Sam approached from behind the bar while looking rather frazzled. The 
day had been one of the busiest in a long while and the large man was 
sick to death of rude customers. The commotion and endless stream of 
drink orders didn't help his feet or mood either. He smiled though at 
his friend and leaned on the bar. "Howdy, Adam! Nice t' see ya in 
town at last! Doc finally let you out of his clutches, did 
he?" 

"Something like that, Sam. Say, I haven't had a cold beer in a coon's 
age. Think you can help me with that little dilemma?" 

Sam guffawed and produced the coldest beer he could find. "I'll tell 
ya something, Adam. That's the first remotely polite order I've 
gotten this entire stinkin' day. Your drinks are on the house!" 

A man yelled from the other side of the room and the bartender 
scurried off with a tray of shot glasses and bottles of rotgut 
whiskey. Adam chuckled and gulped down the beer in one session. Sam 
was soon back with another glass filled to the brim with froth. Adam 
drank half of it before resuming the amiable conversation. "You 
wouldn't know where Joe is would you? He was supposed to meet me here 
but so far, I haven't seen hide nor hair of him." 

Sam worked at drying clean glasses while he responded, "Oh, he's back 
in back, Adam, far as I can remember. Got himself up to his neck in a 
poker game. Been in there for nigh on to three hours." 



Adam sighed and shook his head in exasperation. "Figures. Suppose I 
better bail him out before this place gets busted up again. Thanks, 
Sam . " 

"Not a'tall, Adam. Ya need another?" 

Adam picked up his half-empty glass. "No, thanks but I think I'll 
need my wits about me for this." 

Sam's laughter reached Adam as he strolled across the room. He took 
note of the faces in the room, some scruffy, some sleazy, some 
chiseled, and some beautiful. A particularly eye-catching saloon girl 
sporting a head of jet-black waves smiled seductively at the handsome 
man glancing her way. Even with that woman being embellished by all 
of that face paint and gaudy jewelry, Adam was only reminded of the 
class and elegance of a certain other lady that he had recently held 
in his arms. The memory of her loving lips on his face made him smirk 
and tilt his head higher. Much to the disappointment of the saloon 
beauty, the man-in-black completely ignored her. He disappeared 
around the half-wall partition where he found his brother laughing 
and drinking alone, with an ordinary-looking man sitting across the 
table. A deck of abandoned cards lay scattered on the table. 

Adam planted a hand on his little brother's shoulder while taking 
another swig from his own glass. "About time I found you, Joseph. 
Ready to get home?" 

Joe jumped but then rolled his eyes before giving his apologies to 
Anderson who watched them with narrowed eyes as they left. On the way 
out of the saloon, Joe asked if Adam would mind stopping at a 
hardware store. Adam shrugged and waited in the surrey while Joe 
disappeared inside the store of choice on a supposedly urgent buying 
trip. Joe, however, had much different ideas of where to be. He swore 
the storekeeper to secrecy before running out of the back. When he 
came back a few minutes later, he was carrying a yellow coat. He 
purchased a new bedroll to stuff it into before rejoining his patient 
brother outside. Adam glanced dubiously at the bedroll but said 
nothing. Joe exhaled slowly in relief and smiled; Evangeline's plan, 
whatever it was, was working so far. 


1 1 . Chapter 1 1 

Hoss' heart was in his throat during the entire ride into Virginia 
City. Not only was he desperate for getting a doctor for the poor 
little fellow back home but he also had noticed the surrey was gone. 
What his brothers were up to was beyond his concentrat ion or 

patience. When he reached town, he slid his horse to a halt in front 

of Paul's office and presently emerged from the building with the 
doctor in tow. Hoss followed Paul's buggy out of town and the vehicle 
came up on and passed Adam and Joe in their own on the road. Paul 
continued on in haste while Hoss held his horse back to talk with his 
brothers. Joe halted the team. 

"What's up, Hoss, is Pa okay!" 

"Yeah, Joe, Pa's fine but we found a little boy up at the east range 

and he's pretty bad off. Adam, the boy said that he knows you." 



Adam was bewildered by all the information. "What boy... never mind, 
we'll be there as soon as possible." 

"See that ya do, you two. Pa ain't goin' to be happy as it is." 

Hoss spurred his horse into a gallop that quickly snatched him from 
view down the road. Clucking and whistling to the sorrel team, Joe 
got the surrey into a good turn of speed but slow enough that it 
didn't joggle his brother too much. Despite the worry that filled his 
mind, Joe had been reminded, by Hoss' remarks, what he was supposed 
to be asking Adam but it was hardly the right time now to broach that 
sensitive subject. He'd have to keep his curiosity to himself for the 
time being. Joe hazarded a glance at his older brother. Adam's face 
had regained its normal, worried lines; the lightness of the day was 
gone . 

When they pulled up in front of the house, Adam immediately clambered 
down and Joe tied the buggy horse's reins to the hitching post next 
to the doctor's rig. Both men came through the front door at the same 
time and rapidly shed their outer garments while calling for their 
pa. Ben appeared at the top of the stairs and ran down to meet them 
by the credenza. He glared at the both of them and Joe gulped at the 
coming lecture. The irritated father gave them an earful about their 
devious actions and Joe took it in stride in his usual submissive 
way. Adam, however, was anxious to get to the heart of the matter and 
to find out what the heck was going on in the house. He raised his 
hands for silence as he spoke, "I know. Pa, we shouldn't have left 
but Paul gave me a clean bill of health, more or less, while we were 
in town. What's this about a boy being found? Hoss said something 
about him possibly knowing me?" 

Ben had quirked an eyebrow at the "more or less" comment but the fact 
that Adam had visited the doctor at all astounded him into silence on 
the subject. He led the way back upstairs while explaining, "Hoss 
found him in a cave while we were looking for the cattle. He was only 
able to say your name before he collapsed. His arm has been broken at 
some point during the past few days and he appears starved. Maybe you 
can tell us who he is, Adam." 

The three men slowed to quiet steps upon reaching the guest bedroom 
next to Hoss' room. Adam opened the door and entered with his family 
behind him. Paul's busy figure obscured a clear view of the tiny body 
on the bed as the work on the broken arm was finished. Adam stepped 
around to the other side and leaned down. His breath caught in his 
throat and the other men heard him whisper, "My God... Jody! What on 
earth are you doing here?" 

Adam was in obvious conflict as he sat on the bed and touched his own 
hand to the unconscious boy's limp left leg. The last time he had 
seen Jody Grant had been the past Christmas when Adam had traveled to 
Matt and Anne Grant's ranch as he done every year since meeting the 
Grant family three years before. The ranch that sat on the southeast 
Ponderosa border next to Carson City was very small but Matt had told 
Adam of his plans for buying some horses to raise. Matt's son, Jody, 
had been so excited about the prospect that he had chattered non-stop 
about it. The boy of holiday cheer and excitement was so far from 
this wasted waif in front of Adam now that shock was the only emotion 
registering . 


Joe took the initiative to break through his brother's frozen mind 



and asked, "Adam? Who is he?" 


"Jody... Jody Grant." 

"The Jody from the family that you helped a few years back?" Ben 
spoke up. 

Adam nodded. "Yes. I have no idea what he is doing here though. What 
possibly could have happened to Matt and Anne?" He turned to Joe. 

"Joe, could you send a hand to town with a telegram that I'll write? 
I've got to find out if they are okay and let them know that he's 
safe with us . " 

"Sure, Adam, I'll get ya some paper." After Adam had written down the 
short message, Joe ran outside to find a ranch hand to deliver it to 
town. Soon he was back and as worried as the rest of his family but 
particularly for his eldest brother who seemed distraught. Joe had 
never met the boy or his parents but he knew how much Adam had come 
to care for the family. 

Ben acknowledged Paul's presence at last, "Paul? Will the boy 
recover? " 

The good doctor glanced up from rinsing his hands in a bowl of now 
bloodied water. "Yes, Ben. There were two old breaks in the lower arm 
that happened, I would say, about a week ago. I re-broke the bones 
and splinted them. If his arm remains in a cast for the duration of 
the healing, he will regain full use of it, I'm sure. I'll put a 
plaster on it tomorrow. As for the boy's weakness, I would hazard a 
guess that he has had nothing to eat for the past few days and only a 
little water. I also found signs of a residual illness." 

Adam raised his head from looking at Jody's sleeping face. "An 
illness? Do you know what it was?" 

"It looks to have been influenza." 

"Is it contagious?" Hoss asked. 

Paul shook his head and gathered the contents of his black bag 
together into their container. "No, the after-effects are almost gone 
but his chest is still congested from his exertions so don't be 
surprised if he has some coughing to do. Stress always worsens the 
symptoms but if he rests, he should make a complete recovery. I'll 
leave this laudanum for the arm's pain and ask Hop Sing to make some 
of his poultices for... _Jody's_ chest if the coughing becomes too 
bad. You already know the drill with the progression of foods from 
soft to solid, Ben, but try to get him to eat when possible. He needs 
to have energy being fed to him in order to survive after his lack of 
sustenance . " 

The Cartwrights agreed and Ben saw the doctor out with all of their 
thanks drifting to Paul's ears. Inside, Adam was working steadily, 
with his brothers' help, to undress the boy and then get him into one 
of Adam's nightshirts. When Ben came back, he assisted where he could 
and soon the sleeping boy had been bundled between the cool sheets 
with his arm elevated on the covers. Before he did anything else, 

Adam took his father aside in the hallway and handed him a small 
package. Ben looked at him quizzically and Adam explained briefly, "I 
talked to Hiram in town and he took a good long look at Johnny's 



contract. He said that he found some interesting discrepancies in it 
that we might find useful. He wrote down some notes to look through 
but . . . I might be busy for a while. I can't leave Jody alone. If he 
talked about me by name then he expects me to be there when he wakes 
up. If I can't look through the contract here in awhile, could 
you? " 

Ben placed a hand on his son's shoulder. "Of course, that issue never 
was yours alone. Are you doing okay though. Son? I know how much that 
boy means to you." 

"I'm fine. Thank you. Pa, for looking at those documents for me. 

Seems like everything is breaking loose again, doesn't it?" 

Thinking the same thing, Ben sighed as his eldest walked back into 
Jody's room and closed the door. Adam was withdrawing again just like 
he always did. Ben shrugged with exasperated defeat. If that's how 
Adam wanted it then that is how Adam would have it. Ben knew that 
he'd just have to be there as he always strove to be. 


12 . Chapter 12 

During the whole of that Sunday, that night and into Monday morning, 
Adam stayed with Jody as the little boy slept on. Ben was grateful in 
a way that his son was forced to stay in that bedside chair because 
it meant he wouldn't sneak out again. Adam, on the other part, was so 
conflicted inside that he caught himself coming out of distracted 
stupors while gazing on Jody's sleeping face. The tiny chest rose up 
and down very slowly and, every once in a while, a facial muscle 
twitched or the eyes moved restlessly behind their thin lids. The man 
watching saw it all. Hop Sing kept hot food and coffee coming for 
Number One Son but most of the cuisine that came into the room also 
left a few hours later. Food was the last thing on Adam's mind while 
he waited to hear an answer to his telegram. Joe had ordered the hand 
to stay in town until a reply came so now it was just up to time and 
patience, two things any anxious person hates with a passion. 

In the early afternoon, Paul returned to wrap Jody's arm in a plaster 
cast and then he left with only the assurances to the Cartwrights 
that Jody would come around in time. Ben, Hoss and Joe returned to 

their tasks out with the main cattle herd after the doctor had left. 

Adam was more frustrated than ever as he plunked himself back down 
into the chair by the boy's bed when he and Jody were alone again. He 
envisioned kicking the walls and hearing the satisfying crash of 
smashed windows but that fantasy only served to amuse him slightly 
instead of giving relief. He needed answers but he also needed 
something to do so he decided that he could look at Hiriam's notes 
after all. 

Adam left the room for just a little while to retrieve the documents 

from the safe but by the time he had reached the bottom of the steps 

again, the little boy upstairs had roused into a panic. A shrill 
scream cracked the peaceful silence in the house followed by 
hysterical crying. The papers in Adam's hands dropped, floating and 
rustling to the bottom steps as he raced up to Jody's room. Upon 
coming through the door, Adam witnessed the little boy thrashing his 
head and screaming in the obvious throes of a nightmare. Adam moved 
to sit on the bed and he grasped the shaking little shoulders but 
instead of the action comforting, it made the agitation worse. 



"Let me go! Let me go! No, don't put them down there!... Oh, please 
don't put them ... please ... please ... " 

"Jody, Jody! Easy, buddy... It's okay, shhhh . . . shhhh . . . that ' s 
it...shhhh, you're safe with me." 

The crying turned to sniffles as the deep, soothing voice broke 
through the boy's terror. Adam breathed a sigh of relief when Jody's 
eyes opened. The tear-filled chocolate orbs widened in recognition. 
Jody's left hand shakily reached out to clutch at the front of Adam's 
black shirt. "A. . .Adam? It's you... you 're here... Adam . . . you ' re 
here ! " 

Adam felt the little hand weakly trying to pull so he bent down. Jody 
grabbed around Adam's neck and sobbed into the broad chest as the 
child's pain and fear from the past days cascaded. A million 
questions were racing through Adam's mind but he set them aside. He 
held the small boy in his strong arms and crooned softly until Jody 
cried himself back to sleep. The left hand gravitated from Adam's 
neck to hang onto the black fabric once again. 

Adam now found himself in an uncomfortable spot though when he tried 
to lay the boy back on the bed. Jody only clung tighter to his 
handful of shirt and incessantly whimpered when he was jostled. 
Loathed to bring anymore disruption to his troubled charge, Adam 
cradled the boy carefully against his own chest while paying heed to 
the plastered arm. The man leaned back against the headboard of the 
bed and tried to make sense of what he had heard. He exhaled 
forcefully and Jody snuggled closer because of the action. Adam 
rubbed the boy's back with slow circular motions in an absentminded 
manner . 

All he could mull over was how much he wished that the answering 
telegram would come. He also remembered with a silent groan that he 
had left the contract papers downstairs in a heap. _So much for 
looking through the notes_, he mused with frustration. Then something 
Hiriam had said came to mind and the black-lashed eyelids dropped as 
Adam narrowed his eyes. A whimper from Jody brought his attention 
back to the present and he smiled wanly and leaned his head back, 
resigning himself to a time of maddening inactivity. 

j * * * * * j 


In Carson City, Adam's message that had been sent singing along the 
telegram was finally received by the resident sheriff. The message 
had remained dormant for the past day because of the original 
recipient being deceased. Now, the law officer thanked his deputy for 
bringing the paper and then sat at the jail-office desk to read the 
telegram : 

_Mr . Matthew Grant, _ 

><emxspan>Second Chance Ranch, <span>_ 

><emXspan>Carson City, Nevada<span>_ 

_**Jody Grant found on the Ponderosa** . . . (Stop) . . . **In jured but safe 
and recovering** ... (Stop) ... **Requesting information pertaining to 
his appearance** ... (Stop) ... **You are welcome to come and stay at 
ranch**. . . (Stop) . . .**Jody needs you and Anne**. . . (Stop) . . .**Require 
immediate reply**. . . (Stop)_ 



_Mr . Adam Cartwright, _ 

><span><em>The Ponderosa, <em> 

><span><em>Virginia City, Nevada<em> 

Sheriff John Henderson sighed and glanced at his somber deputy. The 
wiry subordinate approached and leaned on the desk opposite his boss. 
"Well? What are ya goin' to do?" 

The sheriff glanced up and his weathered face revealed sadness and 
conflict. "This Adam Cartwright needs to know the truth. That boy 
needs to be returned to the orphanage for his adoption. Don't matter 
what we think or want, Dudley." 

Lem Dudley walked to the barred front window and scuffed his boot on 
the stone floor. ""It jest ain't right, John. Thet kid's been through 
enough. If that George Meeker get's a hold of him through that 
wretched adopt ion ... Matt Grant will never rest easy in his grave nor 
will his poor wife. Wish ole Matt had known about that outlaw gold 
buried out at his ranch 'fore he died." 

Henderson sighed and the rickety chair creaked under his large but 
muscular bulk. "I know but he didn't." 

Silence blanketed the office until the sheriff suddenly reached for a 
fresh piece of paper and began to write. The scratch of the pencil 
brought attention from Dudley. "What ya goin' t' say?" 

Henderson looked up with a meaningful stare and a steeled spark in 
his blue eyes. "What needs to be said for now but no more. If Jody 
stays with Cartwright, the boy should be safe for now. Meeker doesn't 
know that he's at the Ponderosa nor will he if we two and the 
telegrapher stay quiet about it. Matt talked about this Adam 
Cartwright every once a while but always favorably." 

"But you're sure we can trust him?" 

The sheriff commenced writing again. "We don't have much choice. 

Maybe he'll be able to help if he's a decent enough fellow like Matt 
said. If not and Cartwright tries to claim that gold. I'll pin 
whatever I can on his worthless carcass and lock him up until he rots 
in a cell. One greedy weasel is one too many in this town and we 
already have Meeker. Young Grant is the only one getting that money, 
Dudley, mark my words on that. If we bide our time. Meeker won't 
succeed in his schemes." 

Henderson finished writing and handed the slip of paper to his 
deputy. "Take this to the telegraph office and make sure that Mark 
knows not to tell anyone whatsoever after he sends the 
telegram . " 

Deputy Dudley read the message and looked satisfied as he stepped out 
of the jail-office to deliver it. The sheriff sat back in his chair 
and tweaked his mustache between his index finger and thumb. He then 
reached down and unlocked the bottom-right desk drawer that was built 
more subtly stronger than the others, it being a kind of temporary 
and hidden safe for items of interest. He took from it, a large cash 
box. The lock had been broken a long time ago and the rusty lid 
squeaked as it was opened. The light from the window played on the 
shining gold pieces encased within their metal prison. Henderson's 



lips turned into a pout as he thought. With force, he slammed the lid 
back down and shoved the box back in the drawer. He rose from his 
chair and went to the window just in time to see his deputy depart 
from the telegraph office. 

Erratic shots sounded from one of the local saloons and shattered the 
merry noise of the thriving community of Carson City. Henderson 
sighed and reached for his hat. Jody Grant's problem appeared to be 
solved for now but a sheriff's responsibilities never end. Until such 
time that Adam Cartwright wanted to enlist his services. Sheriff John 
Henderson would simply continue to protect his citizens from crime 
and rabble. 


13. Chapter 13 

That night, while Hoss and Joe put up the tired horses and did the 
evening chores in the barn, Ben entered the house and the first thing 
that he saw were the strewn papers abandoned at the bottom of the 
staircase. He took his gunbelt off and then ran over and gathered 
them up, thumbing through the disarrayed pages. He glanced around the 
room and called, "Adam! Adam, where are you!" 

Getting no response, Ben's first impulse was to rush up the stairs to 
the guest room. The door was suspiciously ajar and created further 
panic, until Ben peered in. He stepped gingerly to the bedside and 
sat down to talk to his smiling eldest. 

"Sorry for not answering. Pa," Adam whispered. "But, I'm kind of in a 
pickle here. What do you suggest?" 

Ben smiled and gazed on the precious sight that was reminiscent of 
other times when Joe had been of a very young age and had incurred a 
bad dream. Adam was leaning against the headboard of Jody's bed while 
the boy was lying across his chest. A small fist was holding on 
tightly to Adam's shirt while the owner of that hand was sound 
asleep. Ben chuckled quietly. "Well, I don't know what to tell you. 
Son. You seem to have incurred a problem indeed. Do you want me to 
try to take him?" 

Adam slowly shook his head and his soft smile faded. He continued in 
a whisper, "I don't think you can. I've tried but he starts crying 
every time and then he screams if I continue. The poor kid is 
tormented. Pa. He saw something, something that scared the living 
daylights out of him. I wish that telegram would get here. Try as I 
might, I can't imagine Matt and Anne letting Jody out of their sight, 
let alone to walk the days it took to get to the east range. I would 
have heard before this. I told Matt again and again to call upon me 
if he ever needed my help. I just can't accept that he wouldn't tell 
me about this." 

Ben lowered his head and exhaled with a troubled expression. "Well, 
you seem to be the tonic this boy needs at the moment. Until the 
telegram comes through, I'd just focus on getting him better, both in 
body and emotionally. He might be able to tell you what happened, 
given enough time. Now, why don't I help you so then you can stretch 
your legs?" 


Adam looked so grateful and relieved that Ben almost laughed if not 
for fear of scaring Jody. Adam shifted and began gentle attempts to 



awaken his "barnacle", for lack of a better word. Jody's face screwed 
up with distaste but, thankfully, his prolonged slumber had been 
enough to energize him and he began to awaken fully. He moaned and 
squirmed but smiled when he looked up into Adam's face staring down 
at him. Ben gently talked to the boy and held him while Adam moved to 
lay Jody back on the bed. A few minor protests were heard but Adam 
calmed the alert boy. Through some pointed questions by both adults, 
Jody was discovered that he apparently couldn't remember a thing 
about the last days except a few items about his rescue and the fact 
that he desperately wanted to keep Adam close. For now, he was saved 
the memories of why and the two men were separately grateful upon 
realizing the amnesia. The ten-year-old protested again when his 
familiar person turned away. 

"Please, don't leave, Adam." 

"Now, Jody, you know I can't stay all of the time. Why don't I go get 
you something to eat, would you like that?" 

Jody weakly nodded at that welcome suggest ion . "Yes , Adam... I'm 
powerful hungry. . . " 

Adam smiled and gently ruffled the boy's dark-brown hair. "I'm not 
surprised. You've been asleep for along time, young fella. I'll be 
right back in a couple of minutes with some soup, okay?" 

Jody nodded but began to look unsure and afraid after Adam left the 
room. The boy's dark-chocolate eyes stayed glued to the doorway in 
anticipation. Ben smiled at the obvious attachment and moved to the 
bedside to comfort instead of his son. Jody looked at the smiling 
silver-haired man with suspicion until curiosity overwhelmed the 
young mind. 

"You found me, didn't ya?" 

"Yes, sir, I sure did and you were quite a sight. I'm glad we came 
across you . " 

Jody's face screwed up in concentrat ion . "A big, big man was there 
too, wasn't he? I... I rode on his horse. He smelled good." 

Ben chuckled. "Yes, there was a big man there but I'll take your word 
for it that he smelled good. His name is Hoss. He's Adam's 
brother . " 

Jody looked surprised. "He was a big'un. You sure he's Adam's 
brother? " 

Ben did laugh at that, a child's perception never ceased to amaze 
him. "Yes, I'm sure. Hoss' mother was different than Adam's, that's 
why they look so different." 

"Oh. Who are you 'xactly, mister?" 

Ben straightened and stuck his hand out to be shaken. "My name's Ben 
Cartwright. At your service, young fella! What's your 
name? " 


Although Ben knew full well what the boy's name was, Jody didn't know 
that and felt proud to say his own name. He shook Ben's hand as 



energetically as he could. "My name's... my name's, uh, Jody Grant 
Mr. Cartwright ... Are you... Adam's pa?" 


"I sure am, does that surprise you, Jody?" 

"Not really, you have the same smile and you're about the same height 
as him. It's not hard to guess." 

Jody suddenly realized that he couldn't move his right arm and looked 
down in alarm. Ben was quick to explain, "Your arm was broken, Jody. 
That white thing is called a cast and it will help the bones in your 
arm to heal. So you mustn't touch it, okay?" 

Slowly nodding, Jody decided after all that the cast was harmless 
enough and was appeased. Ben kept him occupied for quite some time as 
Adam was working downstairs in the kitchen. With Hop Sing busy with 
the hands that day, Jody's soup had to be made by Adam's ingenuity 
and skill learned over the years from the cook. 

Often, Adam had enjoyed helping the "boss of the Ponderosa" in the 
sacred domain of the kitchen. The amiable teacher-student 
relationship between them had helped the older boy through some 
awkwardness, the young man through tests of strength and gave the 
full-grown man some welcome change of routine from time to time. Hop 
Sing let him help every now and then because he also enjoyed the 
company of the quiet young man who took what he learned other members 
of the family, however, were another story entirely. 

Stretching lazily from a hard day's work, Hoss and Joe came in 
through the kitchen door and couldn't resist teasing their older 
brother about the white apron tied around his waist. Joe started the 
banter as usual in such situations. 

"Well, now, look at that, Hoss. Doesn't our brother make the pertiest 
little housewife you ever did see?" 

Adam turned with a glare from his cutting of vegetables. Hoss giggled 
in his throat and poked his youngest brother in the ribs. "I don't 
know, Joe. That flour on his face reminds me more of a saloon gal 
then a housewife!" 

Adam stood with a smirk on his face while his brothers convulsed into 
fits of laughter at his expense. Without a word he walked to a 
cupboard and pulled a brown bag from it. The next sight that his 
brothers saw was a cloud of white in front of their faces and the 
sensation of flour pouring down the back of their shirts. They 
hollered and squealed and then stared wide-eyed at their 
normally-sullen elder brother standing in front of the them. 

A smile grew wider on the dark features, flashing deep dimples and 
white teeth, until Adam convulsed into his own hilarity. He pointed 
at the other two men and struggled to get his punch line out, "And 
you two... you two remind me more of Pa now then of my... younger 
brothers! You should see your hair! As white as snow, it 'tis, me 
lads ! " 

With conspiring glances at each other, Hoss and Joe shook their 
heads, sending puffs of flour dust billowing into the air and making 
Adam gasp for breath. He choked on the tainted air and groaned a 
little bit when his shoulder acted up from the muscled disruption. He 



glared at his laughing brothers with mock anger although they hadn't 
meant the latter to happen. 


"You two scamps. I'll get you for that!" 

Joe turned to burst back out of the kitchen door while Hoss wisely 
sought refuge in the kitchen hallway. Adam took off after his 
youngest brother and didn't catch up to him until they were by the 
horse corral. Unlucky, Joe slipped and fell. Lucky for Adam, it was 
right in a huge pile of horse manure. 

Ben and Jody stared at one another when the sounds of yelling and 
laughing drifted up to the open bedroom window. Ben rose and stuck 
his head out of it. He was flabbergasted upon seeing his "ghostly" 
younger sons in the yard and his laughing oldest one along with them 
and wearing an apron. 

"You three quiet down out there! Did I raise you in a barn and just 
forgot?", Ben roared in his typical blustering. 

"No, Pa," Joe called back through chortles. "We were just going 
in! " 

Ben shook his head and turned to look at the bewildered but smiling 
Jody laying in bed. The boy asked, "Who was that last voice, Mr. 
Cartwright ? " 

"My youngest son, Joseph but we call him Joe. He's Adam's youngest 
brother . " 

Jody looked shocked as his eyes got big. "Another one? Gosh, Adam's 
lucky, isn't he?" 

Ben smiled and sat on the bed. He placed his hand on the other side 
of the lump that was formed by Jody's body under the covers. 

"Yes... yes, I suppose he is..." 


14 . Chapter 14 

"Ah, here we are! Sorry it took me so long, I had some miscreants to 
teach a lesson to..." 

Adam had a grin on his face as he set the tray, laden with soup and a 
glass of milk, on Jody's bedside table. Ben retreated so that his son 
could help feed the nourishing broth to the boy. Adam gently propped 
Jody up with pillows into a semi-sitting position and tucked a napkin 
into the nightshirt neck-hole. 

"Alright, young man . . . there . . . we . . . go . Now, do you think you can feed 
yourself or would you rather I help?" 

Jody bit his lip in thought. He wanted to be able to be a big boy in 
front of Adam but, then again, he wasn't so sure that he could 
complete the task by himself either. Discerning the dilemma, Adam 
smiled and reached for Jody's left hand to grip in his own large 
palm. He wrapped the young fingers around the soup spoon but kept his 
own hand there as well. 

"How about you hold the spoon and I'll steady you, alright?" 



Jody brightened at that suggestion and worked at consuming the broth. 
Adam kept up a steady stream of encouragement as the warm liquid 
disappeared down the lad's throat. Ben hid a smile behind his hand 
and moved to the bedroom doorway where Boss and Joe had just appeared 
after cleaning themselves up after their brother's "revenge". The 
three whispered among themselves as they watched Adam be in his own 
world with the patient. 

"Ya know, Joe? I don't think that Miss Evangeline is the only one 
that Adam's fell for. Who would've know ' d it!" 

Ben snorted in derision. "I would have, he hasn't left that boy's 
side since we found him. I remember Adam telling us about how much 
spunk Jody Grant had. I definitely see that first hand, he's quite a 
brave boy," Ben leaned on the door-frame and crossed his arms. "You 
know, he kind of reminds me of your elder brother at that age." 

Joe quirked his eyebrow and smiled mockingly. "Pa? You sure that 
Older Brother was ever that young?" 

Boss chuckled and Ben glared at both of his errant sons as they tried 
to hold their residual amusement at bay from the moments before. Be 
pushed them both back so that the door could be closed quietly 
against the muffled noise. Be put an arm around each of their 
shoulders with a solemn expression on his face. "Watch it, boys. 
There's still another Cartwright in this house who is much, much 
older than even your ancient brother. Maybe you two should take over 
running the ranch and give us old folks some rest." Ben winked and 
slapped their backs before walking away. 

"Oh, but. Pa! We didn't mean..." 

"Pa! Wait a dadburn minute!..." 

Protesting all the way. Boss and Joe followed their smirking father 
down the stairs. A knock on the door quieted the mayhem. Ben opened 
the door and was handed a telegram envelope by the ranch hand that 
Joe had sent to town. The man was thanked and dismissed back into the 
gathering darkness of night to get some rest. Ben shut the door while 
not taking his eyes off of the item in his hand. The humored smiles 
faded from the younger men's faces when they noticed their pa's 
hesitancy. Ben stared at the envelope for the longest time before 
slapping his thigh with it and glancing at his sons. They stepped 
aside solemnly and Ben climbed the stairs. 

Boss sighed. "What do ya think that telegram says, Joe?" 

Joe rested his left hip on the settee arm. "I don't know but I have a 
bad feeling it's not good," Be sighed as well. "I'm going to make 
some sandwiches, are you hungry?" 

" I guess . " 

j * * * * * j 


Adam's voice answered Ben's knock and the author of that knock 
entered Jody's room. To not alarm Jody, Ben requested to talk to Adam 
for a moment when he had the time. Adam looked puzzled then worried 
but he recovered his playful facade for Jody. Be fed a couple of more 



spoonfuls of broth to the tiring boy before helping him wiggle back 
down into the warm bed-covers for some much needed sleep. Adam took 
away the propping pillows and smiled at the drooping eyelids of his 
charge . 

"You just go on back to sleep for awhile, Jody, and when you wake up, 
maybe I'll tell you a story of when my brothers and I were close to 
your age. Sound good?" 

"Thanks, Adam..." 

A smile touched Jody's face as he drifted into slumber. A distant 
memory touched his mind but evaporated before he could hold on to it. 
A trauma-shielded memory consisting of a man with broken ribs and a 
jacknife . . . and a pretty woman with blonde hair... for the life of him 
he couldn't remember their names though... 

The door clicked shut softly behind Adam and he turned to Ben with 
questions radiating from his hazel eyes. Ben said nothing but held 
out the envelope in his possession. Adam stared at it before 
tentatively taking the offering and withdrawing the single piece of 
paper from within. Ben scrutinized his son's every discernible muscle 
twitch or the clenching of a jaw to read what was going through 
Adam's mind but the younger man remained motionless as he perused the 
few words. It seemed a near-eternity before Adam slowly refolded the 
paper and meticulously returned it to the envelope. 

"What did it say. Son?" 

Adam didn't appear to have heard as he moved to lean on a table with 
his head lowered. After a moment of silence, Adam turned. "Matt and 
Anne Grant are dead." 

Ben stepped forward in shock. "Dead! When? How?" 

Adam's head moved from side to side slowly and he bit his lip. "They 
died of... urn...," He pinched his nose and passed a hand over his 
mouth and chin in shaky agitation. After composing himself, he looked 
up and gazed directly into Ben's eyes. "They both died of influenza 
two weeks ago." 

"Jody must have contracted it too except... he survived." 

"To make his way here apparently. There was something odd though...," 
Adam pulled the telegram into view again and handed it to his pa. Ben 
took it and began to read. 

_Mr . Adam Cartwright_ 

><emxspan>The Ponderosa, <span>_ 

><emXspan>Virginia City, Nevada<span>_ 

_**Regret to inform that Matt and Anne Grant died two weeks 
past** ... Stop ... **Influenza** ... Stop ...** Jody Grant taken to 
orphanage* *... Stop ...* *Ran away five days ago* *... Stop ...* *Request 
that boy is kept at Ponderosa* *... Stop ...* *Do not 
contact** ... Stop ... **Letter to f ollow* * . . . Stop ._ 

_Sheriff John Henderson_ 

><spanXem>Carson City, Nevada<em> 



Ben read the few words more than once before glancing up. "Not that 
it's not desirable but, why would Sheriff Henderson want you to keep 
Jody? I would think he'd want him returned as soon as possible. I 
wonder why he doesn't want to be contacted." 

Adam shrugged with frustration. "Maybe the letter will explain more. 
Something is wrong here. In the meantime though, I've got a sick boy 
in there that doesn't remember that his parents are dead! How do I 
tell him. Pa? How do I tell him that Matt and Anne are gone?" 

The last sentences weren't a question so much as it was a declaration 
of a dreaded future event. They stood there for some time in silence 
until Adam sighed and spoke in a low, grieved tone. "Well, he'll 
sleep for a while now that he has food in his belly... I best get 
back . " 

Ben caught Adam's arm. "Let me. You go get something to eat. I'll 
keep an eye on him." 

Adam's tired eyes revealed gratitude as their owner nodded and walked 
away from Ben. The older man lowered and shook his head before 
entering Jody's bedroom. The boy was sleeping soundly and it pained 
Ben to know the temporary innocence of the child. Unpleasant memories 
were aroused from three separate events that had plagued Ben's life 
and the lives of his sons. Being without a mother was one thing, but 
losing both mother and father was unthinkable. Ben sank down into the 
bedside chair to pray and wait. For what precisely, he wasn't sure. 
There were too many options to choose from. 

j * * * * * j 


When his older brother came down the stairs, Hoss glanced up from his 
groaning plate of roast beef sandwiches. Adam approached the table 
and sat heavily in his chair. Hoss handed him the serving platter of 
sandwiches, already one-third empty of food. 

"Here have a sandwich, Adam. You look pretty done in." 

Adam smiled wanly. "Thanks, Hoss ... Where ' s Joe?" 

"Necessary . " 

They ate in silence for a couple of bites until Hoss broke the 
amiable silence, "If'n ya don't mind my askin', what did that 
telegram say?" 

Adam paused in his chewing and placed his half-eaten sandwich back on 
his plate. He swallowed the food in his mouth while crossing his arms 
on the table. "The telegram was from a Sheriff Henderson in Carson 
City. It seems that Matt and Anne Grant died of inf luenza ... about two 
weeks ago . " 

Now, it was Hoss' turn to put down his sandwich. "I'm sure sorry for 
that poor little fella upstairs. What will become of him?" 

Adam shook his head and inclined his head away to think. When his 
brother looked up, Hoss saw a new streak of stubbornness in the 
tanned face. Adam spoke, "We're keeping him." 


Hoss was surprised at the finality of the statement . "For how long? 



Don't he have any kin?" 


Adam's eyes turned thoughtful. "I'm not sure on either count, Hoss. 
Matt told me that he doesn't have any relatives but Anne never 
mentioned her family. Some inquiries will have to be made but, in the 
meantime, Jody will have some healing to do . . . and he'll do it 
here . " 


15. Chapter 15 

During the next day, Tuesday, Jody slept for most of the time. The 
broken forearm was beginning to cause some pain when he did awake for 
meals so Adam made sure to give a small dose of the provided laudanum 
whenever it was needed. Jody's memory was still vague and hazy about 
his past life. The medicine didn't help that predicament any but the 
Cartwrights were still sure that he had partial amnesia. That theory 
was confirmed by another check-up visit by Doc Martin who also 
assured a full recovery was in progress. 

But mumblings dropped here and there in Jody's sleep heralded the 
approach of realizations. Adam dreaded the moment when the boy would 
remember and still he wished for that same moment to come. 

Ironically, in his experience, the sooner a dark secret was brought 
to light, the sooner the bearer of that secret could move on. That 
philosophy did little to comfort as Adam sat and watched Jody sleep 
from over his own shoulder that late afternoon. The man at the desk 
sighed and turned back to his work on top of the old wood. 

A soft knock sounded on the half-open door and Joe stuck his head in. 
"Adam? Ya feel like company?" 

Adam glanced up from his intense concentrat ion upon papers littered 
in front of him. "Sure, Joe. Just keep your voice down. I finally got 
him back to sleep a half hour ago." 

Joe stepped into the room and sat down by the desk on a convenient 
chair. He watched his brother for a while before curiosity got the 
best of him. "What are you doing anyhow?" 

"Looking over Johnny's contract." 

Joe leaned forward in interest. "Find much of anything?" 

Adam nodded with a grin twisting his lips. "Indeed, I have, "Adam 
shuffled through one stack of documents then another before producing 
the one of his desire. "Here, read this and tell me the name of 
Johnny's mine and where it is located. Not in general, mind. I need 
to know the exact location." 

For a full five minutes, Joe searched through the papers given him. 
One page was turned then another by his slender hands. He looked up 
at last with perplexity dogging his face. "There is nowhere that it 
says exactly where its located." 

"I know. Did it have the name?" 

Joe returned his attentions on the first page and nodded. He pointed 
to a sentence that was prominent in the beginning of the contract 
header paragraph. "Yeah, right here. It says, '_In regard to all 



parties pertaining to The Golden Souvenir mine and thus in connection 
with The Running J Ranch, both of the same owned by Mr. Jonathan 
Lightly._' But it doesn't say where on the ranch the mine 

is . " 

"Exactly, " Adam leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms with a 
grin lighting his face. Joe's face remained confused only for an 
instant. "You know something!..." 

"Shhhh . . . You ' 11 wake Jody," Adam jerked his head in the direction of 
the silent bed. 

Curbing his exuberance, Joe once again whispered, "Sorry, but if that 
contract doesn't state the exact location of the mine then..." 

Adam interrupted, "Then that 'said' mine can be on any square foot of 
Johnny's land and still be holding to the contract ' s terms. Even if 
Sharon sent one of his loan sharks out there, it doesn't matter. Law 
is law . " 

Joe almost slapped his knee but Adam's look of warning stopped him. 
Joe whispered, "Hot diggity! If that don't beat all! What's your 
plan? " 

Cupping his chin on his right hand, Adam narrowed his eyes and his 
cupid-bow mouth pouted. He glanced at his expectant brother. "Joe, I 
would have a plan of sorts under normal circumstances with a greedy 
tycoon but there's something up with Sharon. At least from his 
reputation of success, he's too smart to be making a mistake as big 
as this one. He's playing games with us and I want to know why. I'm 
going to have a talk with him tomorrow and try to sort this out in my 
head. Oh, would you be my errand boy and go ask John and Anne to come 
out tonight? Maybe for dinner again? He'll need to know of 
this . " 

"Sure, sure, Adam, I'll go right now." 

"Thanks, Joe, " Adam returned his gaze to the papers in front of him 
that were begging to be read. Joe, however, noticed that it might be 
a good time to bring up something that had been worrying him for 
quite some time, ever since Saturday night. He continued to stand 
there and, at length, his older brother looked up in surprise to 
still find him in the room. 

"What ' s wrong? " 

Joe seemed to deliberate with himself then he leaned against the desk 
and brought his head down low so Adam could hear him. "I know 
this... that this might be a weird time to ask but . . . are you going to 
leave for the East after you're married. . .because of me or Pa?" 

If a casual observer would say that Adam was stunned, that 
supposition would be an understatement. "What in the name of all 
logic are you talking about ! What made you think I was leaving at 
all?" 

"Oh, come on, Adam. You've been dropping hints for years and 
complaining enough about life here to put that thought in any man's 
intelligent head! Well? Are you or aren't you!" 



"Now, hold on a minute. Little Brother, if you'd let me 
explain ..." 

Joe's temper flared and his whispers became rough with emotion. "No, 
you hold on! You're as much a part of this messed up family as me or 
Boss or Pa but, lately, it's like we don't even exist. You haven't 
even told us what you have planned and that means you know we won't 
like it! You think that your leaving won't faze us at all, well 
that's where you're wrong! It will affect us and already has! Pa 
can't stop worrying about it although you'd never see that, you being 
the granite head that you are! Are we just going to wake up some 
morning and you and your wife are gone for good with a formal note 
left on Pa's desk? I won't have that, Adam, and if ya _do_ try it. 
I'll hunt you down and drag you back to say a proper good-bye to our 


"Are you done?" 

"No, I'm not done! I guess what I'm trying to say is... what we all 
feel is... we'll miss you, you dumb cluck, are you satisfied! There I 
said it! You're as irritating as the day is long and I'd rather break 
a leg some days instead of having to put up with your sarcasm 
but . . . you ' re still my brother, Adam. The Ponderosa won't be the same 
without you here. The Cartwright family are four, not three." 

All during the lecture, Adam had been concealing a smile behind his 
hand. When Joe ran out of breath, Adam took the floor. "Now, it's my 
turn, Joe. My reasons for going back East were not petty or made 
without forethought and they certainly had nothing to do with you or 
Pa or this ranch." 

"Yeah, but ..." 

"Shut up and listen, will you! I was going to save this for a time 
when everything calmed down and I'd like to keep it between us for 
now but ... Evangeline and I have decided that we're staying around 
Virginia City after we're married. We'd like to do some traveling but 
then we'd like to start up a ranch of our own around here. She's 
never been more animated then when talking about The Helping Hand and 
I could hardly take that happiness away from the woman I love. So you 
see, I'm not leaving in that sense. We'll be rather unsettled for a 
couple of years until we get settled but you're going to be stuck 
with me around in this area, I'm afraid." 

Joe was struck dumb. He limply sank into the chair by the desk and 
shakily ran his fingers through his thick, brown hair. He felt 
foolish for not letting his brother talk to begin with. He tried to 
figure out, as he had throughout his life, what made him shoot his 
mouth off so quickly and embarrass himself. 

Adam continued softly, "We're not sure what we are going to do or 
where we are going to live but... we won't be going to live in Boston. 
I intend on taking her there though for part of our honeymoon. I'd 
like her to see where my roots are and I'd like to see Philadelphia 
where hers are. Do you have a problem with _that_?" 

Joe looked up with suspicious eyes but Adam was smiling and they both 
chuckled softly. Joe stood and put a hand on his brother's shoulder. 
"I'm sorry, Adam. My big mouth made a fool out of me again." 



"Not at all, Joe. I appreciated your honesty, even it was a bit harsh 
but I expect that from you. It's true, I was planning on leaving. 
Edwin Booth even offered me a place to stay in Boston until I got 
settled in a job and a new life but... Evangeline changed all that. I 
know where I belong now and it's not in the city." 

"As well she should have. She's quite a girl, Adam. I don't mind 
telling you that I'm near blind with jealousy." 

The words were spoken in jest but a deeper, longing tinge could be 
heard in them. Adam leaned forward and rested his elbows on the desk. 
He spoke low and seriously, "You'll find the right girl for you too, 
Joe. I've been lucky enough to find my better half first but I'm 
convinced that yours isn't far behind. Just be patient. Little 
Brother . " 

Joe averted his eyes and shrugged in a boyish dismissal. He'd already 
showed too much of his feelings for him to feel comfortable talking 
of deep wishes. "I've got to get going. I'll be back 
soon . " 

"Alright, Joe...," Adam's honey-brown eyes moved with intelligence as 
they followed Joe out of the room. They then lowered to stare at the 
crack at the bottom of the closed door. Adam contemplated what he had 
heard and he was troubled. He hadn't realized his family felt so 
strongly about his future. _There seems to be a lot that I have 
overlooked_, he mused. 

He sighed heavily and massaged the bridge of his nose. He rose to 
step over to the bed and check on Jody. The boy was still deep in 
peaceful sleep and was sedate. Adam smiled inside at the innocence 
displayed in the relaxed face. When he went into town the next day 
for his fiancA©e's grand opening, Adam told himself that he needed to 
have a long talk with her about a few ideas he had. He was tired of 
leaving his future to chance and Jody would need a secure life if he 
indeed stayed. 


16. Chapter 16 

Johnny Lightly answered the knock on the front door of the Running 
J's ranch house. "Howdy, Joe! Come in, come in. Anne!" 

"Hello, Joe, what brings you our way?" Anne appeared from the kitchen 
and smiled at their guest. 

Joe removed his hat and fidgeted on his feet. "Adam's come up with a 
possible fix to your problem, Johnny. He wanted to see you. Could you 
and Anne come for dinner again?" 

"I was just leaving to come talk to all of you, Joe," Johnny grinned 
and took the hand of his wife. " I've found my own solution to my own 
problem ! " 

Anne smiled at her husband's excitement but she felt compelled to 
remind him of the social graces. "Darling, we mustn't leave poor Joe 
standing at the door while we jabber on. Invite him to sit 
down . " 


Johnny laughingly turned to Joe and directed him into the parlor. 



Anne brought some tea and cookies and then Johnny began his tale. 
"Joe... I found gold! I found gold in The Souvenir!" 

"You're kidding!" This was not what Joe was expecting. His face was 
astonished . 

"Yep, I sure did! Just today! I was working in the far back of the 
mine and still hadn't found anything. Then I felt so frustrated 
that... well, I admit I lost my temper. I grabbed a sledgehammer and 
gave those ole walls a what for. Nearly caused a cave in, the fool 
that I was. Imagine my surprise when a line of yellow appeared!" 

Joe grinned at the mental image. "So your fit of temper knocked rocks 
loose and exposed a vein?" 

"Yup, " Johnny sheepishly nodded. "Joe, that line of gold crisscrosses 
all over that stinking mine! I've struck it! I've struck a small 
bonanza! I took a small sample to the assayer's earlier today and 
it's estimated at well over the current price!" 

The next few minutes was a whirlwind of whoops and jumping around the 
room with Anne laughing at the men's silly ways. When they finally 
settled down, Joe punched Johnny in the shoulder playfully and 
demanded, "Now, you're definitely coming for dinner and no excuses! 
Adam has got to hear this, you had him right worried!" 

Johnny sobered. "I know and I need to apologize to him properly for 
that. I'm sure he's been working hard at finding a solution and here 
I go and make all of his efforts mean nothing." 

"No, he'll be very glad for you. All he cares about is that you 
didn't lose your ranch. How that happens, he won't care. In fact, 

he'll be glad that this has been settled. He's had a lot on his plate 

lately . " 

Anne interjected, "Has something else happened, Joe, besides 
Evangeline's kidnapping and he getting hurt?" 

Joe nodded again and both men sat back down. "Yes, Pa and Hoss found 
a little boy by the name of Jody Grant up on our east range, close to 

Carson City. Adam got a telegram from the sheriff there that said 

that Jody ran away from the orphanage a few days ago... after the poor 
little guy's parents both died from influenza. He's pretty banged up 
though. Got a broken arm and didn't get much food for several days. 
He's pretty attached to Adam though, won't let him out of his sight 
most of the time. Adam knew the boy's family from a few years ago. 
He's been mighty worried about it all." 

Anne nodded in sympathy. "I'm sure he would be. Can I do anything for 
the little boy? I am still a nurse, after all, and taking care of an 
invalid is tough enough without all of the work that is involved in 
running a ranch." She turned to Johnny, "Darling, would you mind 
terribly if I would go over to the Ponderosa during the day and 
help? " 

"Sure, whatever you want as long as you don't overexert 
yourself . " 


Joe spoke up, "No, no, Anne, we couldn't ask you to do that... 



"You just hush, Joe Cartwright! You Cartwrights are good about giving 
help but not so good about taking it. I can take care of Jody for a 
few hours every day during the week and give a breather to 
Adam . " 

Johnny picked up where his wife left off, "That's the least we could 
do for all of the work he's put into our problem and the help he's 
given in starting up the mine and helping run the ranch. In fact, I'd 
like to talk to him about some kind of settlement on the side." 

"I don't think he'd ever accept that..." 

"I don't care because he won't have a choice, " Johnny waved off that 
concern. "I won't take anymore argument, Joe. As for dinner, we'll be 
there with bells on! We all will have a lot to talk about and 
celebrate . " 

Joe lifted his hands in surrender. "Okay, okay, Johnny. You're the 
boss and thank you to you, Anne. Adam could use some time to plan the 
wedding with Evangeline. He hasn't had much chance to lately." 

"As I can well imagine, " Anne said. 

After a pleasant time of chatting, Anne took Joe's arm and Johnny 
followed them to the door. The couple thanked Joe and promised to be 
over within a couple of hours. They watched him from the door as he 
vaulted into Cochise's saddle and rode down the wooded lane. Once Joe 
was out of sight, a jubilant Johnny scooped Anne up into his arms and 
spun around and around on the porch until she begged him to stop. 

Both of them laughing, he gently placed her on her feet and wrapped 
his arms around her middle. He rested his cheek on the back of her 
head and caressed her swollen stomach. In silence, they looked out 
over their small ranch and the progress that they had managed to 
achieve . 

A thoughtful light entered Anne's dark eyes and she inquired softly, 
"Johnny? " 

Her husband slowly ran his hands up and down over her shoulders and 
arms . "Hmm. . . " 

"Are you still certain you want to do this? I don't want you to 
sacrifice on my account . I prefer to live with more people around me 
but I'd gladly stay anywhere you are." 

A frown touched Johnny's lips and he turned his wife to face him. He 
gripped her shoulders gently. "I know my decision was sudden but I 
feel good about it, Anne. I'm not a natural at ranching. Breaking 
horses or mending fence or cutting cattle, I'm good at doing. I like 
being outside working but the headier stuff like business...! can do 
but I don't like it. It makes me feel awkward and like a 
greenhorn . " 

"I think you underestimate yourself. I've told you that often 
enough . " 

"I know but . . . I kept this place running because I didn't have a 
choice after I had invested. Frankly, without Adam's help and his 
family's support, I would have gone under. I tried ranching and have 
made a good enough go of it that it's not failure to quit now. You 



need to be in town so you can work with Doctor Kay. Once I sell the 
mine and set up a percentage for the profits like Adam suggested, 
there'll be plenty of money coming in for my new livery stable. Oh, 
Anne, it will be just like we've dreamed!" 

Anne laughed with joy as she was suffocated with a bear hug and what 
felt like a million kisses on her face and lips. She pulled away, 
breathless and happy. "Johnny, Johnny, I haven't felt this level of 
bliss since that night!" 

"The night I almost shot my brains out?" Johnny joked, rather 
callously . 

Anne's pretty mouth turned down in a grimace. She cupped his face in 
her hands. "No! The night we were in bed and I told you about the 
precious life growing inside me. You've done so well for yourself 
these past nearly four years. I'm so very proud of you, Mr. 

Lightly . " 

Johnny caressed either side of Anne's abdomen as he leaned in to 
tenderly kiss her cheek. "It's all been for you, my darling. I'm so 
thankful for my life, I'm so lucky. I can only hope that Adam can 
feel this way too with his gal." 

Anne smiled. "I think he will. Evangeline is a woman of grace and 
strength of character. They seem to be a perfect match." 

"She sounds like someone else I know, Mrs. Lightly. Are we going to 
get ready to go the Ponderosa now or not?" 

Anne swatted him on the shoulder and shooed him back in the house 
with a smile blooming on her face. She couldn't wait to get to the 
Ponderosa and socialize. She felt like celebrating and being among 
company with her husband. She hoped that Adam would agree to Johnny's 
proposal too, it would really make things so much simpler if they 
knew their ranch was going into good hands. 


17 . Chapter 17 

The Cartwrights were more than a little enthralled upon hearing the 
Lightlys' good news that night when the couple arrived at the 
Ponderosa. Johnny apologized profusely for putting Adam to all the 
trouble but, in secret, Adam wasn't sorry because his questioning 
plans for Sharon would hardly be changed by these events. He couldn't 
help earlier in the afternoon to think it strange to the extreme that 
such a successful man as Sharon would mess up a contract for a 
potentially fruitful mine. Suspicions were growing. Adam had 
questions and he would get them, regardless of Johnny's good turn of 
fortune . 

Hoss wanted to know all of the couple's future plans and all 
throughout dinner, Johnny and Anne told of their intentions in 
detail. Adam had known of Johnny's desire for owning a livery stable 
one day but what he hadn't known about was the future sale of the 
Running J. Under normal circumstances , Adam might have been at least 
silently irritated at all the information that had been held back 
over all the days he helped but he felt too tired to resist and he 
didn't desire to. He offered Anne and Johnny his heartfelt best 
wishes and they accepted it with relief that they hadn't injured the 



open friendship between the three. Ben wondered though why a secret 
smile was shared between the young couple then. 

Over cups of coffee for the men and a cup of tea for Anne, she 
noticed that Adam kept nodding off during the conversations and then 
jerking awake again when a question was directed his way. It was 
clear that he hadn't been getting the sleep he needed and she decided 
to put forth her part of the planned surprise. 

"Adam, I've heard from Joe that you've been looking after a little 
boy for the past few days?" 

Adam nodded and smiled softly. "Yes, Jody Grant. He's doing much 
better. Been sleeping most of the time but when he's awake, some of 
his old spunk is starting to show again. I nearly had to tie him down 
this morning to give him his medicine." 

Laughter rippled around the sitting area. Smiling, Anne continued, "I 
was wondering if you would mind if I came over during the afternoons 
to look after him for you. You could use some time for yourself and I 
am, after all, still a licensed nurse. I'd like to help you." 

As expected, Adam declined the generous offer at first but Anne 
persisted, backed up by his family. They had come to feel that Jody 
was becoming overly attached to Adam and they silently had thought 
that it might be best to have a different person look after the boy 
once in a while. Much to everyone's satisfaction, Adam relented and 
thanked Anne for her thoughtfulness and help. He admitted to 
wondering how he was going to plan with Evangeline if he couldn't 
leave the house. At the thought of being able to spend more time with 
his fiancAOe, his heart beat faster and his skin rippled with 
goosebumps . 

A sleepy voice called from upstairs and interrupted the adults' 
gaiety and conversation. "Adam ... Adam ... " 

Adam sighed and smiled at the others. "Looks like someone's up. I'll 
be back soon, Jody has some trouble sleeping alone at times, that's 
all . " 

"Adam!...," Jody's tone was becoming more insistent. 

"I'm coming, Jody," Adam set his coffee cup down and moved to the 
stairs . 

Ben shook his head when Adam disappeared up the steps. "I thank you, 
Anne, for offering to help. That boy is becoming much too attached to 
him. Adam needs some rest too instead of staying up late every night 
with Jody . " 

Her past observations proven correct, Anne nodded, "Adam does seem 
fatigued. How has his shoulder been?" 

Ben shrugged. "Doing well still. It caused him some trouble a few 
days ago but I haven't noticed him in pain at all since." 

Ben lowered his gaze and sipped his coffee in silence while the young 
people talked. He hated to remember why exactly that Adam's shoulder 
had been strained and sore last Saturday evening. He leaned his head 
back and thought about the best time to talk with his eldest. _Friday 



might be a good time. He's been wanting me to take a look at his 
horse herd up in the north pasture. Maybe we could make a morning out 
of it._ Satisfied with his decision, he rejoined the conversation 
buzzing around him with vigor. 

j * * * * * j 


Adam lit the lamp on the bedside table and asked Jody what was 
wrong . 

"My arm hurts, Adam, " Jody fingered the cast on his lower arm for 
emphasis . 

Adam sat on the bed and leaned his body over Jody's that was under 
the covers. "I know it does, buddy, but that will pass before too 
long and then it will only ache some. You've been very brave." 

Jody cocked his head and Adam almost laughed at the intense disbelief 
in the chocolate eyes. "I don't feel brave." 

Adam chuckled then with amusement. "That's the best kind of courage, 
Jody. Now, what do you need? I would have thought that Hop Sing's 
chicken dumplings would have filled you up for the night. Are you 
hungry again already?" 

Jody shook his head violently and scowled. Adam drew back in mock 
shock and stuck out a long index finger to chuck the boy under his 
chin. "What's that upside-down smile for, young man?" 

"I'm tired of being in bed. Can't I get up?" 

Another warm chuckle came from Adam. "I know what you mean. I've been 
stuck in bed more times than I care to say. You can't walk about yet, 
doctor's orders, but I could carry you downstairs. Two of my friends 
are visiting, if you don't mind them." 

Jody shrugged and pushed back the covers. He didn't care how he got 
out of his room just as long as he did. Adam clapped his hands 
together and rose. He spread a cozy blanket around Jody's shoulders 
and then leaned over him. "Alright, then. You grab onto my neck and 
we'll go downstairs for awhile. But I don't want any argument when 
it's time to go to bed, got it?" 

Jody nodded in earnest. Adam smiled. "Hold on to your bad arm. It's 
in a sling but we don't want to have it jogged." 

Jody did as instructed and Adam smoothly lifted him into his arms 
with one scoop. When they appeared on the stairs, all eyes in the 
sitting area were turned to Jody. He suddenly felt incredibly shy at 
all the attention. Adam eased into the blue chair with Jody on his 
lap. The boy was then introduced Anne and Johnny but Adam didn't 
bring any extra attention to his charge than was necessary. Taking 
the hint, the other adults resumed their conversations with Adam 
joining in here and there. 

In silence, Jody watched everything with an intelligence in his eyes 
that impressed Ben. The boy was a strange one. He was well beyond his 
years in how smoothly he had handled being in a strange house for the 
past few days. The exceptionally odd and ironic part about him was 
the fact that he seemed perfectly content not to remember what had 



happened in his life before he had been found. Ben wondered if being 
in a loving environment had encouraged the blockage of bad memories 
and those in turn shrouded all other ones. Adam laughed about some 
witty comment from Johnny and Jody started in surprise. Adam 
unconsciously patted the boy's back and continued in his dialogue. 

Ben smiled in fond delight at the effortless gesture. _What a natural 
father Adam will make_, he mused. 


As an hour passed slowly, Jody gradually fell asleep again, despite 
his hardest efforts to stay awake. The quiet hum of voices coupled 
with the vibrations in Adam's chest as he talked was the boy's 
undoing. At length, Adam excused himself and returned his charge to 
bed. Jody sighed and turned over as the covers were pulled up to his 
chin. Brushing the boy's mop of hair back from his face, Adam leaned 
down and pressed his lips to the top of Jody's head. 

"Sleep tight, buddy. See you in the morning." 


Unseen by Adam as he left the room and quietly closed the door, a 
tiny smile tweaked Jody's lips. That sensation was so 
f amiliar ... where had he felt it before... 


j * * * * * j 


Johnny winked at his wife in preparation when Adam returned 
downstairs with apologies on his lips. Anne had been impressed also 
by the boy's poise and now commented, "There's no need to be sorry 
for the intrusion, Adam, he's very precious. How old is he?" 

"Just turned ten in March. Are you still so sure that you want to 
have him on your hands? He's not as innocent as he looks." 

Anne laughed because she very well knew how ornery little boys could 
be, having had two younger brothers of her own while growing up. 
Johnny chose that moment to bring up his proposition in the way of a 
few pointed remarks. 

"Hey, uh, Adam? I was wondering, didn't you say a while back that the 
Running J would be such a great investment that you'd recommend it to 
anyone looking to buy?" 

Adam's brow crinkled in remembering. "Yes, I remember but what are 
you getting at?" 

The other Cartwrights exchanged winks in coming understanding and 
Anne stifled a giggle. Being tired must have dulled the senses 
because Adam was oblivious as the line of questioning was expertly 
executed by Johnny. "What do you think that place would be best 
suited for if a new owner would move in?" 

Confused a little bit, Adam shrugged. "Whatever he wanted it for, I 
guess. It has quite a bit of prime pastureland and an abundance of 
natural springs. You've raised a few cattle and stock horses but it 
would do just as well with a larger herd of horses." 

"Is that what you would do?" 

Adam's eyes narrowed and he moved to the edge of his blue chair. "Say, 
what is all this about anyway? Why are you all looking so 
cagey? " 



Ben called to Hop Sing and the beaming cook appeared with a platter 
upon which stood a glass decanter of fine wine and six crystal 
glasses. Adam was wide-eyed as the wine was dispensed and everyone 
was given a glass including himself. Then Johnny stood, raised his 
glass and turned to his bewildered friend. "Here's to Adam 
Cartwright, the new owner of the Running J Ranch!" 


18. Chapter 18 

A flurry of laughter and back-slapping followed the announcement 
while Adam rose regally from his chair and stared Johnny down with a 
scowl. "What are you talking about. Lightly? That ranch has nothing 
to do with me, you were going to sell it." 

"Oh, yes, I still am! Ben, do you have a silver dollar?" 

Ben felt around in his pants pocket before producing the shining 
piece. Johnny thanked him and bit the dollar in a maddening show of 
dramatics to assure himself of its authenticity. His hands coming to 
his hips, Adam was losing his temper and Ben advised the clowning 
young man to continue. Johnny approached Adam and clinked the 
forgotten glass in Adam's hand with his own. "You are now in your 
pa's debt, he's just bought the ranch! Here's the deed... after I sell 
the mine and start receiving profits from it, the ranch is yours to 
live at, my friend..." 

Adam stared at the envelope in Johnny's outstretched hand as if it 
was a snake coiled around that hand. Joe chortled and was on the 
receiving end of Adam's death stare. "You told them all about my 
plans, didn't you! You couldn't wait to blab your big mouth! I told 
you I didn't want anyone to know just yet!" 

Used to being reprimanded for rash behavior, Joe shrugged with less 
remorse than a cookie thief. "Sorry, Adam, but I just blurted it out 
at one point earlier today and you know how devious Johnny can 
be ! " 

"Yes... I'm beginning to realize just how much!" Adam pivoted back to 
the grinning Johnny. 

"What's the matter? Aren't you interested?" 

"Maybe, but ..." 

"Adam, you've helped Anne and me so much during the past four years. 
Please, accept this as a gift." 

"No ! " 

Johnny slapped the envelope down on the table. "I'm leaving that 
here. Either you accept it and sign on the dotted line or not but it 
has been paid for." 

Adam glanced at Ben who couldn't contain his grin, 
point . " 

"You too? Has everyone gone crazy!" 


"Son, he's got a 



Hoss spoke up at last. "Don't worry, Johnny, he'll bluster about for 
a bit and then see sense, won't ya. Big Brother?" If Adam thought the 
voice of reason was going to be heard, he would be 
disappointed . 

"Hoss ! " 


Exasperated, Adam turned his back on them all. Ben smiled and moved 
to stand next to his eldest son. Adam felt an arm across his 
shoulders and his pa said, "I know it's not for two days yet 
but... Happy Birthday, Adam. You deserve this..." 

Adam shut his eyes and leaned his head back. Ben retreated and 
everyone held their breath. 

Joe finally got impatient. "Come on, granite head! Hurry up and 
accept so we can drink this great wine." 

Laughter erupted, breaking the heavy air. Adam turned back with a 
chuckle of his own. Later that night while lying in bed, Ben would 
think about the subtle shine around the edges of his son's eyes when 
he relented and they had toasted his future with Evangeline and his 
life as a ranch owner. Ben was disappointed to have his married son 
not live at the Ponderosa but he could hardly complain; the Running J 
or whatever Adam chose to call it, was a stone's throw from the 
Ponderosa border. Ben finally fell asleep with plans of his own 
whirling in his mind for the next few weeks. Eor the first time in a 
long while, he was able to sleep full and deep without worry. 

In his own room, Adam was lying wide awake in bed despite his 
fatigue. Too many thoughts had been dredged up these past weeks that 
all culminated now in his restless mind after the life-changing past 
few days he had experienced. Tired of lulling in bed and feeling hot 
as well from the stuffy night, he got up and reached for his burgundy 
robe before moving out of his room and down the hall. He peeked into 
Jody's room. The boy's legs were hanging over the side of his bed and 
his uninjured arm was thrown across his face. Smiling fondly, Adam 
entered with stealth and worked Jody back into bed. The boy never 
stirred in his slumber. 

Adam quietly stole down the stairs and headed to the kitchen for a 
glass of milk. Sipping on the cool, frothy drink, he walked outside 
and sat on the porch edge. He leaned against the support post and 
watched the moon moving like a shrouded ghost among the heavy clouds. 
He sighed shakily and his head lowered with overwhelming emotion. A 
shuffling noise from behind startled him. 

"Why you no in bed?" 

Adam glanced up at the cook and smiled. "Couldn't sleep. What about 
you? " 

Hop Sing sat next to Adam. "Heard noise. Think Mistah Hoss stealing 
donuts. Had to tell that they in bottom cupboard instead of 
top . " 

Adam chuckled and gulped down the rest of his milk. The two men, both 
from such different backgrounds, watched the moon together for some 
time before Adam spoke, "Hop Sing... do you ever miss China?" 



Hop Sing was surprised but gave serious thought to the young man's 
question. "Hop Sing do sometime. Hop Sing miss the crisp morning in 
village or the moon in night. Hop Sing miss family. Must be long dead 
now . " 

Adam was silent, unappeased in his churning thoughts. Hop Sing 
observed his friend. "You miss something, Mistah Adam?" 

Adam was silent for the longest time. When he did speak, the cook 
could hear the muffled anguish in the deep voice. "I was so cocky a 
few years ago. Hop Sing. So naive... I thought I owned the world just 
because my last name was Cartwright. I was... so blind..." 

Adam's voice failed him and Hop Sing stayed silent as the other man 
struggled to regain his composure. Adam stood and walked a few steps 
away. With his hands planted on his hips, he looked up at the moon. 
"An arrogant man was tied to a pole once. No water, no food, not even 
a blanket unless one can call a mule's saddle pad, a blanket. He 
remembers looking up and ... wondering if his family was seeing the 
same moon up there above him. What a ridiculous thought for a man in 
such a predicament..." 

Hop Sing stood and clasped his hands in front of his body in a 
respectful but alert distance. Adam's shoulders trembled in the 
highlighting moonlight. He turned and gestured wildly as tears choked 
his throat. "What was I thinking. Hop Sing! I was a fool, caught up 
in the romance of law... I put my family in danger by my own hand. 

They think I don't remember when... Hop Sing, I almost killed my own 
father! I almost strangled him to death! What kind of a son, am I? I 
refused to kill Kane when I had the choice but . . . I could have killed 
them all ... " 

Hop Sing stepped forward as his young friend sank to the ground onto 
his knees. The little man put his arms around Adam much as he did 
when Marie had passed. The strong young man had shook with sobs then 
too, revealing the scared little boy inside of the collected facade. 
As it had happened then so it repeated now. The sobs disappeared 
quickly, replaced by a breathing silence in the warm breeze of a 
summer's night. 

At long last. Hop Sing spoke softly, his accent soothing, "Hop Sing 
miss China, you miss yourself, Mistah Adam. I tell honorable Number 
One Son what is not missed?" 

Adam moved from the Chinaman's grasp to sit back on the porch. His 
voice was flat and emotionless. "Sure, Hop Sing." 

Hop Sing stood over the other man. "Me not miss honorable Cartwright 
family. Hop Sing not miss Ponderosa. I not miss friends in Virginia 
City. Hop Sing happy in new life. Hop Sing still miss China but only 
little bit. You miss self before evil man. You be happy in life now. 
Be happy with Missy. Forget. Let go. Honorable Son." 

Adam looked up with fresh tear tracks on his tanned cheeks. Hop Sing 
smiled and patted Adam's strong shoulder in understanding before 
padding back into the house. Adam remained frozen for a seeming 
eternity, his shining whiskey-colored eyes staring at his slippered 
feet, his raven hair being caressed by the night's breeze. 

_" . . . He ' s right, Adam, my darling son..." _ 



happy... my sweet stepson... 
love you, ma cherie..."_ 

Adam's dark head jerked up in unbelief at the transparent chorus of 
voices but there was only moonlit darkness where feathery touches on 
his face had been felt just now. It couldn't be, it had to be a 
figment of his imagination. Those ghostly, sweet voices couldn't 
be . . . real ? 

j ***** j 

The next morning, Ben received his customary cup of morning coffee 
from the grumbling Hop Sing and stepped outside to see what the sky 
was doing. A beautiful, vibrant sunrise of pinks and yellows greeted 
him. He sighed and sipped his steaming brew. 

"Good morning. Pa." 

Ben smiled around his cup-rim and turned to walk to the porch. He sat 
at the table across from his reclining and relaxed eldest son. Ben 
observed immediately that something was different about Adam. A soft 
smile was a constant feature of the younger man's face and couldn't 
seem to be repressed. Ben had an uncanny feeling that a page had been 
turned but what gave him that notion, he didn't know. 

Adam broke the companionable silence, "I'm going to town after 
chores. I've got a couple of errands to do with Johnny and Evangeline 
is opening The Helping Hand today too. I plan on spending the day 
with her . " 

Ben smiled as he took a sip of coffee from his cup. "Yes, I remember. 
I'll look after Jody until Anne gets here." 

"Thanks, Pa... for everything." 

Ben glanced up in surprise and gazed on his son. He tried to read 
what was in the dark-hazel eyes but there was too much. Adam had 
definitely changed, there was an overwhelming peaceful contentment 
about him, a rare and precious happiness. Ben was shocked, not 
remembering seeing that level of hope in his son's eyes since Inger 
had been alive. Ben found his voice, "Are you still feeling good 
about the Running J?" 

Adam nodded, the smile firmly in place. "I talked Johnny into a 
proper price for it. He is such a idiot, thinking that I'd let you 
pay a dollar for it! The stupidest thing was I think he was 
serious ! " 

They both shared a moment of hilarity at the thought. Ben asked what 
Adam planned on doing next with his future and so it continued until 
they had talked away the whole of forty-five minutes. Joe came out to 
get his brother and father for breakfast but upon hearing deep 
laughter and joking, the young man retreated with a grin. He 
retrieved a protesting Hoss from the breakfast table and both 
brothers crowded together by the door. Adam's voice rose in a belly 
laugh. Hoss stared at Joe and Joe stared back at Hoss. They closed 
the door and shrugged in disbelief although they were both thrilled 
and continued to listen for whatever limited talk they could hear 



which was almost nothing but they lapped up the muffled sounds with 
glee . 

Outside, the chuckling quieted down between Ben and his son. Adam 
pointed to the risen sun. "Looks like the sun's up. We better get in 
the house before Boss eats all the food." 

Both men stood but Ben had something last to say too. "Oh, by the 
way, I had a thought yesterday. I wanted to go up to the north 
pasture to see your herd on Friday. I'd like to make a day of it, 
how's that sound?" 

Smiling broadly, Adam nodded. "Sounds perfect. Pa. Thanks. 

Maybe ... maybe could we do something that night? You know, besides 
going into town for drinks..." 

Ben grinned, feeling as if his heart had just run over. "I think 
something can be arranged. Son. Are you sure?" 

"I need to move forward and remember the good things. Pa. I don't 
want to drag Evangeline or my family down into the past. I realize 
that now. For the first time in I can't tell you how long, I can't 
wait for what the future holds, " Adam smiled, his white teeth 
showing . 

Ben smiled back and shielded his son's shoulders with his own arm. 
Both men chuckled at the sound of scurrying feet dashing away from 
the inside of the door as the two entered the house for breakfast. 
Boss and Joe looked up innocently from their seats at the 
table . 


End 
f lie . 



